DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
Common Education and Separate Schools: A Study of Sharing Education in Northern Ireland
Using a Grounded Theory Methodology

Nelson, James Hunter
Award date:
2013
Awarding institution:
Queen's University Belfast
Link to publication

Terms of use
All those accessing thesis content in Queen’s University Belfast Research Portal are subject to the following terms and conditions of use
• Copyright is subject to the Copyright, Designs and Patent Act 1988, or as modified by any successor legislation
• Copyright and moral rights for thesis content are retained by the author and/or other copyright owners
• A copy of a thesis may be downloaded for personal non-commercial research/study without the need for permission or charge
• Distribution or reproduction of thesis content in any format is not permitted without the permission of the copyright holder
• When citing this work, full bibliographic details should be supplied, including the author, title, awarding institution and date of thesis

Take down policy
A thesis can be removed from the Research Portal if there has been a breach of copyright, or a similarly robust reason.
If you believe this document breaches copyright, or there is sufficient cause to take down, please contact us, citing details. Email:
openaccess@qub.ac.uk

Supplementary materials
Where possible, we endeavour to provide supplementary materials to theses. This may include video, audio and other types of files. We
endeavour to capture all content and upload as part of the Pure record for each thesis.
Note, it may not be possible in all instances to convert analogue formats to usable digital formats for some supplementary materials. We
exercise best efforts on our behalf and, in such instances, encourage the individual to consult the physical thesis for further information.

Download date: 09. Jan. 2023

Common Education and Separate Schools:
A Study of Sharing Education in Northern
Ireland Using a Grounded Theory Methodology

By

James Nelson B.Ed (Hons), MA

A dissertation submitted as the sole requirement of a Doctorate
of Philosophy in the School of Education at Queen’s University
Belfast

June 2013

Abstract
This thesis is a philosophical and empirical investigation into the problems and possibilities
of sharing education. Beginning with the question, ‘What is it possible to share in
education?’ there is consideration of a number of major philosophical issues including: the
role of religion in education, the appropriate level of state control of education, the rights of
parents to choose and the rights of children to be autonomous. It is acknowledged that
problems exist with common education in certain forms, but it is argued that there is a case
for a conception of common education in liberal democracies that is not necessarily confined
to common schools but which engenders sharing, dialogue, openness and criticality. Using
the evolving situation of separate and shared education in Northern Ireland, a grounded
theory approach is employed to understand the problems and possibilities for sharing in
collaborative education projects involving schools of different ethos. As a result of this study
a deeper understanding is achieved of the basic social processes experienced by teachers
involved in sharing education, especially in relation to how the aims of sharing are framed
(through ‘fitting’, ‘guarding’, ‘widening horizons’ and ‘avoiding’) and how the activity of
sharing is managed (through ‘learning’, ‘leading’, ‘bridging’ and ‘struggling’.) This thesis
concludes by arguing that when common education is considered as a (dynamic) concept, it
opens up creative possibilities for resolving dilemmas around common and separate
schooling. Further, where there is a balance between framing and activity in school
collaboration, the opportunities for meaningful common education are enhanced. In practice
this means increasing teachers’ motivation for sharing by exploiting their interests in ways
that can be aligned with sharing activity; providing professional development opportunities
where common tasks and goals are worked on by those with shared expertise or subject
i

interests; increasing opportunities for bridging activities which build trust and collegiality
between teachers; ensuring that leaders achieve a balance between setting a clear direction
and giving a voice to participants; providing opportunities for teachers to plan and act in
cyclical ways that allows for the readjustment of framing and activity. As a result:
boundaries between schools are less likely to be perceived as a line between
incommensurable positions and more as a space where communication takes place; teachers
will feel free to cross boundaries and develop ‘cosmopolitan’ traits and a culture of
engagement can begin to replace a culture of avoidance.
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Chapter /

Chapter One: Introduction

‘Sharing education' is a particular approach to education in Northern Ireland that emerged
somewhat unexpectedly during the first decade of the twenty-first century. An idea that
began as a desire to see more collaboration and sharing between schools in order to make the
education system more efficient, improve educational opportunities for young people and
promote reconciliation (Bain 2006) was taken up and developed across a number of schools
in a variety of innovative ways with the assistance of several educational support agencies
(SEP 2008; PIEE 2009; Fermanagh Trust 2009). In a region where the vast majority of
schools are separated along religious lines and where issues of sectarianism remain even after
the political settlement which ended almost thirty years of conflict, it has been a significant
development to see schools embracing opportunities for working together in sustained and
meaningful ways.

Exploring this sharing education initiative is a primary focus of this thesis, in particular
through an empirical investigation of the sharing activity of teachers in a cluster of schools
involved in a shared education project, but it also explores the challenges and opportunities
for sharing education in a wider context through an analysis of the concept of common
education. This introduction sets out some of the personal and professional motivations for
this study as well as providing a summary of its purpose and aims.
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Background
In the summer term of 2000 as a teacher of religious education from a Controlled Grammar
school in Northern Ireland 1 attended a meeting with the Minister of Education, Martin
McGuinness, along with a small group of colleagues from other Controlled schools. Since
taking the role in 1999 the Sinn Fein minister had, not surprisingly, faced significant
opposition from the Unionist community, and hostility had even extended to pupil walk-outs.
Visiting state Controlled schools (with largely Protestant pupil populations) was generally
off-limits but the Minister was keen to establish some contact with Controlled schools and
pursue some confidence building measures. In these circumstances, it became possible for a
small group of teachers from Controlled secondary schools interested in participating in the
still reasonably new structures of democracy at Stormont to obtain a meeting with the
education minister. The purpose of the meeting was simply to create a space behind-thescenes where thoughts and concerns could be exchanged.

The meeting itself was extremely cordial; the Minister was engaging, interested and genuine.
However, during the exchanges the Minister referred on several occasions to us being
teachers from Protestant schools. 1 was genuinely surprised and a little annoyed at this
simplistic categorisation and I raised this with him. Was he not aware that we did not
consider ourselves to be teaching in Protestant schools, whatever that meant, but state
Controlled schools open to all? To his credit he acknowledged my point but when the
meeting was over it was his point that Controlled schools were Protestant schools that stuck
with me. On returning to school I tried to see the ethos of the school from more of an
outsider’s perspective and I began to realise how some significant indicators of ethos were
strongly Protestant or Unionist. For the first time I began to understand the difference
between de facto and de jure common schooling, 1 also noticed the influence of Protestant
churches in Controlled schools (which was largely invisible in my experience as a teacher)
and had a new appreciation of what Integrated education was all about.
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Looking back now I feel somewhat embarrassed at my lack of knowledge and my naTvete but
I console myself with the thought that it is frequently the case that we live or work in
environments in which we are not fully aware. Often the people we meet, the things we do
and the conversations we share become part of our everyday landscape and we participate in
them almost unconsciously. Through these relationships and actions we reinforce values
which we implicitly share and so narrow our field of experience and, as a result, it is easy to
lose sight of ourselves as outsiders might perceive us.

Still, naive or not, the reason 1 felt somewhat offended by the remark of the education
Minister was that I perceived it as an attack on my efforts to teach in a fair, open and
balanced way. The suggestion was that the education my colleagues and 1 offered was
partisan and sectarian. 1 wanted it to be known that this was not the case and, if it was true
that the majority of my pupils were from a Protestant background, this was not my fault; the
reason my school was dominated by Protestant pupils was because the Catholic Church
insisted on separate schooling for Catholic children. Yet I was at the same time sympathetic
to the reasons for religiously affiliated schooling, notwithstanding the historical reasons in
Northern Ireland for the Catholic population to safeguard their community through an
exclusive education system. The problem was 1 could not square my general acceptance of
religiously affiliated schooling with my desire for a plural, inclusive common education
system; the two seemed to be mutually exclusive. Added to this was my broad sympathy with
the ideals espoused by the Integrated education movement in Northern Ireland of shared
education in a religiously mixed environment. Although the insistence on a Christian ethos in
Integrated schools seemed to infringe my notion of plurality I was happy to go along with it if
it was a necessary basis for sharing. But was it possible to be understanding and accepting of
these different school management types and be committed to a shared education in a plural
environment? 1 was confused on several levels. How was it possible to balance an aspiration
for open, shared schooling in a society while also allowing parents the right to choose a
religiously affiliated education for their children? How could an education be fully inclusive
if it was based on one particular religious faith? Yet would a secular education which totally
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excluded religion be acceptable either or be able to provide a suitable foundation for a shared
education? These seemed to be the core questions, although there were plenty of others
beside, such as the rights of parents from minority religious faiths to have an education in
their own tradition or the question of outcomes and whether religiously segregated or shared
education could actually make our society better or worse in the long run?

Not long after my meeting with Martin McGuinness I moved to a new job as a teacher
educator in a university college in Northern Ireland and the questions of religion, segregation
and education were again brought clearly to my awareness. 1 was now a member of a
university college perceived to be a Protestant college as distinct from our ‘sister’ Catholic
college. 1 was reminded of the sectarian divide that runs as a persistent faultline through the
experience of many undergraduate student teachers, teachers and teacher educators in
Northern Ireland: educated initially in religiously separate primary and secondary schools
they then complete their higher education in separate colleges and return to a separate school
system. Some, like myself, even return into a separate teacher-education system.

Behind all of this, of course, lies the particular socio-political problems of Northern Ireland
and the intractable nature of sectarianism, even in what has become a time of peace. Yet as 1
continued to reflect on the educational dilemmas it became obvious that these questions were
not specific to Northern Ireland but had significant philosophical and political pertinence for
all states with plural populations which aspire to have an education system suitable for a
liberal and democratic society. Indeed issues of the role of religion in education, the
appropriate level of state control of education, the rights of parents to choose and the rights of
children to be autonomous raise some of the major philosophical, political and sociological
questions of our time.
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It is with these thoughts and ideas that I began to carry out research for this thesis. After a
period of reading and reflection I discovered the concept of common education around which
there is a significant academic literature. It helped me to unravel some of the tensions tied up
in my thinking and provided me with a clear and concise question which seemed to get to the
heart of my queries. The question is simply this: ‘What is it possible to share in education?’

It should be noted that the time during which this thesis was written was a time of
considerable change in education in Northern Ireland, so by the time I began my reading and
initial empirical investigations the idea that things could be different was being voiced;
separation and difference between schools was being challenged by suggestions that
collaboration and sharing was both economically necessary and socially advantageous (ISRE
2006). Before long, small numbers of schools were tentatively reaching out across traditional
divides to engage in shared activities, joint classes and collaborative professional
development. These efforts were given a very significant boost by two things: the
establishment of the Sharing Education Programme
(http://www.schoolsworkingtogether.co.uk) and the decision by the Department of Education
to progress with the Entitlement Framework (EF) policy (Dinsmore 2009). The EE set a
minimum requirement for the number of subjects offered to all GCSE (24) and GCE (27)
pupils in Northern Ireland (DENI 2006); the high number of subjects, in effect, would force
schools to work together to meet the requirement.

In effect the region famed for so long as an example of all that was wrong with separate
education was quickly becoming a test-bed for sharing and collaboration in education.
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Rationale/Aims
The motivation for this study, as indicated above, was both personal and professional, but a
clear rationale in academic terms was still required to justify a pursuit of the investigation.
Such a rationale contains both broad theoretical elements and more local practical aspects.

In relation to broad theoretical concerns, an investigation of sharing and commonality in
education seemed apposite when considering historical developments in the justification of
mass education. The general assumption in western liberal democracies that education
should be a common pursuit for all young people, carried out to certain standards set by state
authorities and, by and large, funded by the same authorities, lie in Enlightenment thought
based upon broad humanist principles. These principles were given expression in the
statements of famous enlightenment philosophers, such as Kant’s Sapere Aude, and were
seen in several core political achievements of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
including the movement of mass education. Mass education was believed to be the vehicle
for the outworking of the Enlightenment principles of equality of opportunity, freedom and
social cohesion. This movement has over time been strongly associated with the development
of common forms of education, for example, common curricula and common schools.

As we begin the twenty-first century it is possible to acknowledge the considerable
achievements of the mass education project and its continued success as reported, for
example, in the many OECD countries (www.oecd.org). Yet the twenty-first century may
also be a time when the notion of common education, common curricula and common
schools is called into question through a large variety of diverse educational initiatives such
as increasing numbers of faith-schools, free-market schooling models, minority language
schools and specialist schools. The majority of these initiatives are not new but they have
received a fresh impetus from parents seeking alternatives to common schools or from
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governments handing over control of curricula and schooling in an attempt to improve school
■performance’.

Yet, are these increasingly popular alternatives actually a threat to the Enlightenment
principles of equality of opportunity, freedom and social cohesion? Or are they merely
technical differences? Is this a fundamental shift from the grand theory of mass common
education to a complex, diverse profusion of competing educational agendas accompanied by
a deconstruction of educational systems and educational theory?

Certainly, at a time of flux such as this it would seem important to seek answers to some
fundamental questions: What is it possible to share in education? What are the key challenges
to sharing in education? To what extent is it reasonable to separate children when educating
them?

On a more practical level, and in relation to the context of Northern Ireland, several recent
reports have provided a valuable foundation for research into forms of sharing education in
Northern Ireland: O'Sullivan et al (2008); Donnelly and Gallagher (2008); Fishkin et al
(2007); Russell (2009); Knox (2010); Hughes et al (2010). While these reports provide a
valuable insight into current practice and the issues arising from school collaboration
projects, they also point to the need for further empirical investigation of the problems and
possibilities of sharing in school collaboration in Northern Ireland. With the exception of
Knox’s (2010) research, which involved qualitative research into the views of teachers, most
of the research is focused upon pupils or principals. And what Knox’s work fails to capture
is the processes of sharing which teachers engage with over time. This, it seemed was a
significant gap and was reinforced by MacIntyre's observation that key to sharing within and
across communities are the virtues of giving and receiving, and that investigation of
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communities engaged in such practice is likely to be instructive in understanding what it is
possible to share (MacIntyre I999 p. 144).

This brought me to the starting point from which an investigation could proceed with two
aims. These were:
a)

To clarify the core issues and philosophical questions in relation to common

education
b)

Through empirical research, to gain an in-depth understanding of the possibilities and

problems for sharing education in a sample of schools in Northern Ireland

Outline of Study
The question I want to pursue then is primarily about the possibilities for common education,
firstly in philosophical terms (Chapters Two to Five) and then in relation to the context of
Northern Ireland (Chapters Six to Eleven). The former part of the thesis will be concerned
with a review of literature on common education and common schools and will attempt to
articulate a liberal argument for a community-based form of common education. Chapter
Two characterises common education as a concept developed by liberal thinkers who were
influenced by Enlightenment values; a concept which found its expression in various forms
of state education systems from the nineteenth century onwards. It is acknowledged that
during the course of its history it has had to face significant challenges including the
challenge of seeking common ground in a plural society as well as those stemming from the
demands for religious and parental rights. The third chapter explores these challenges in more
detail, particularly in relation to communitarian and multicultural perspectives. From a
communitarian view the political theory of Alasdair MacIntyre is explored as well as those
who argue for separate religiously affiliated education.
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Chapter Four considers supporters of common education from John Dewey to Eamonn
Callan, Meira Levinson and Kenneth Strike. Paying attention to commonalities and
differences within a broad liberal perspective, a typology of liberal views on common
education is offered. Having heard key arguments for and against common education in
Chapters Two, Three and Four, I provide in Chapter Five a review of the relevant literature
around separation and sharing in education in Northern Ireland. What is significant here is
the understanding reached of the rationale for reconciliation, sharing and integrating
initiatives in Northern Ireland since the 1970s which is based around the concept of education
as transformative and which, more recently, has been explored through a variety of
theoretical lenses including multiculturalism, identity theory and contact theory. This chapter
also provides a bridge into the second section of the thesis where an empirical study is
undertaken.

Chapter Six, provides a discussion of research methodologies in general as well as a rationale
and explication of the choice of a grounded theory approach for this study.

Chapters Seven and Eight further an explanation of the methodological work through a
description of how the research was undertaken and an outline of the context of the research.
The importance of the latter to the grounded theory approach in particular is also shown by
drawing on the work of Clarke as well as the theoretical perspectives of Wenger and
Engestrom.

Chapter Nine provides an overview of the findings from the data in the form of an analytic
story and Chapters Ten and Eleven contain an in-depth explication of the concepts contained
within the analytical story. In conclusion, Chapter Twelve examines the findings in the light
of wider literature and the initial discussion on common education and offers some
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summative thoughts on the challenges and possibilities for common education generally and
in relation to sharing education in Northern Ireland in particular.
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Chapter Two: The Emergence of Common Education

Introduction
To think about a good education in Western societies in the 21st century might be to think of
children learning interactively in a classroom with other children from a variety of
backgrounds, taught by well-qualified teachers who are sensitive to the needs of their learners
and who encourage investigation, exploration and dialogue in an environment facilitated by
technology and creative resources. Perhaps this portrait of good education could be enhanced
in a variety of ways but it is still possible to venture that there is a substantial amount
educators, policy-makers, parents and children might agree on when it comes to envisioning a
good education, however a dilemma lies at the heart of our visions of good education which,
when it arises, can quickly fracture broad agreement over what constitutes a good education.
It is a dilemma about the possibility of a common education. Any general description of
education, even an inspiring one, inevitably becomes contentious the moment that it is
proposed as a vision to be shared by all in a particular society or state. Indeed the idea of a
common education has come under increasing question in the twenty-first century in Western
democracies and discussions over common and separate schooling, especially in relation to
religious minorities, has been particularly fraught in a number of countries. Throughout the
first part of this thesis I will consider the case for common education and some of the key
challenges which it now faces.

In this chapter I want to begin by examining the roots of common education in the modern
period and to place the development of the idea within some historical context.

Chapter 2

Universal Education
The concept of common education is generally regarded as involving an appeal to universal
education by the liberal tradition because of its emphasis on Enlightenment values of reason
and autonomy as well as its advocacy of public institutions in which the exercise of such
values could occur. The values of reason and autonomy are sometimes summed up with
reference to Kant’s famous dictum, Sapere aude\ (Dare to know!). The radical nature of
Kant's phrase can be understood in two specific ways: an appeal to a human-centred universe
away from a God-centred one and the suggestion that all humans are capable of reason and
can know for themselves. These sentiments are also present in the views of John Locke who
is regarded as one of the earliest liberal thinkers. Locke with other Enlightenment thinkers
was keen to challenge the contemporary acceptance of a religious outlook for understanding
and interpreting the world. In his classic work Essay on Human Understanding Locke (2001)
writes: ‘Men must think and know for themselves.’ (paragraph heading from the end of book
1). In his view, individuals must use their reason and judgement to come to their own views
and not accept uncritically the political or philosophical views of others. In relation to
education, for example, he shrugged off the religious constraints of the Christian doctrine of
original sin and saw education itself as having the power to transform a person of character
without the need to appeal to a divine higher power: ‘of all the Men we meet with, Nine parts
of Ten are what they are, Good or Evil, useful or not, by their Education.' (Locke 2001, part
1).

Locke also argued for a neutral state in which people of all faiths and none could participate.
To this end he promoted the use of scientific and rational language above the language of
religion and ethics; religion was characterised as being part of the emotional world of the
individual while science was heralded as providing a basis for public policy and discourse.

Given his ideals, Locke’s practical vision of education was, arguably, rather limited. He
envisaged the task of education being, ‘to enable young bourgeoisie gentlemen to prepare to
enter adult society and serve their country according to their station in life.’ (Wright 2004, p.
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135). Yet his argument for the right of each individual to know for themselves, coupled with
his view of the transformative power of education, provided the foundation on which other
liberals would argue for publicly funded mass education. This is not to suggest that there
existed from the eighteenth century onwards a clearly agreed manifesto for common
education in common schools for all children regardless of race, belief or class which all
liberals subscribed to, but there was wide support among liberal thinkers for the role of
education as a tool in the cultivation of autonomous citizens. Another classical liberal, JS
Mill, was convinced of the value of the Enlightenment ideal of universal education and
asserted that the state has the 'duty of enforcing universal education’ (Mill 1991, p. 116).

But it is not until the late nineteenth and early twentieth century that a strong movement took
hold in Europe and America for compulsory education regulated by the state according to
certain principles and which, in some states, found its expression in common schools. Walter
Feinberg (1975) suggests this desire for state regulation of schools was part of a broader
liberal agenda which attempted to move beyond the classical liberal laissez-faire view of
freedom. Liberals such as Locke and Mill might have secured the right for individual
freedom but most people did not have the means to achieve freedom; people of Western
democracies of the nineteenth century might have had the right to eat but only if they had
money to buy food. This analysis provided liberals with the justification for government
institutions and stricter state regulation which would provide the conditions whereby liberal
values would find expression and realisation in the lives of citizens. Feinberg states:
Liberal thinkers and reformers addressed the injustices and hardships that they believed
resultedfrom an ethics built on the demands ofprivate industry and capitalism. Countering
what they often called economic anarchy, they developed a philosophy that demanded an
expanded role for public and governmental institutions. What liberals didfor institutions in
general, educational liberals didfor the school: they provided the justification for expanding
its influence on the lives of children. (Feinberg 1975, p. 14)

In Common Schools / Uncommon Identities Feinberg (1998, p. 9) summarises this
justification for common education as three ‘principled reasons’: equal opportunity, freedom
of association and individual growth.
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The first is the belief that all children, irrespective of wealth, class, religious or ethnic
background should have equal access to the skills and knowledge which will allow them an
opportunity for a vocation and access to economic rewards. The second reason, freedom of
association, holds that each individual has the right to form friendships and belong to groups
of their own choosing, not just those chosen by their parents. A common education is able to
provide a knowledge and understanding of a diversity of views and lifestyles and so enable
children to make informed choices. Lastly, individual growth is the right of individuals to
choose their own path of development which aims towards their chosen conception of the
good, ‘constrained only by the need of others to do the same.’ (Feinberg 1998, p. 11)

Feinberg’s view illustrates the connection in the liberal tradition between the promotion of
liberal values of freedom and tolerance and the establishment of state-run institutions in
which these values are pursued. Thus, in the field of education many liberal thinkers have
seen the development of public or common schools as a natural expression of their desire for
common education. This evolution from a liberal emphasis upon individual freedom to
interventionist policies for the promotion of equality is similarly seen by David Carr as the
attempt of liberal democracies to balance the ‘minimalist and non-interventionist Lockian
notion of the state as custodian of human freedom' on the one hand with, on the other, a
‘Rousseauian conception of human rights or liberties as grounded in or legitimated by more
general or formal rational principles concerned as much with the common as with individual
benefit.’ (Carr, D. 2003, p. 1 75). What common schools could do was to ‘square the circle’
by meeting the needs of the individual and the group, but at the heart of this solution lies a
difficult tension between autonomy and community as well as between freedom and security.
To understand these issues further let us turn to some contemporary liberal writers to see how
they conceptualise the common school.
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Common Schools - A Liberal Ideal
Callan states, ‘A school is common if it welcomes students of an appropriate age, without
regard to differentiating factors of a particular kind' (Callan 1997, p. 163). This is a
definition broadly supported by another contemporary liberal, MeiraLevinson (1999), though
as we shall see, their different emphases also highlight the belief mentioned above that
common schools can cater for the individual as well as the common good. For Callan, a
common school has two distinguishing features:
Such a school must welcome the children it serves not only in the formal sense... it must also
offer a learning environment that is genuinely hospitable to the creedal and cultural diversity
the society exhibits within limits fixed by the constitutive political morality of that society.
That is to say, common schools have a distinctive ethos that makes them open to the
pluralism of the larger society. Schools that lack that ethos are only de jure common schools.
Second, 1 assume that genuinely common schools will, to some degree at least, actually
mirror in the composition of their student bodies many of the major cleavages of the society
itself. (Callan 1997)

Here Callan characterises the common school as a place of openness and diversity
where members of the school are bound together by a spirit of inclusiveness and
community. The community he refers to is that of the wider ‘society’ not a single
homogenous group.

When Meira Levinson (1999) speaks of the common school as the institution par
excellence of the liberal society it is because it is there that children are helped
towards the development of autonomy which will make them effective citizens of
a liberal democracy. She describes the ideal liberal school (and by definition
common school) as:
an autonomy-driven, plural community that is explicitly detachedfrom children’s families
and home communities and is not necessarily designed to reflect the values and commitments
held by parents. As a state-regulated community governed by a determinate primary aim that of helping children to develop their capacity for autonomy - and protectedfrom any
parental influence that inhibits the development of autonomy, the liberal school is meant to
ensure the freedom of all children ultimately to determine their own path in the worldjust as
adults are free under the liberal state to chart theirs. (Levinson 1999, p. 64)
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So the liberal ideal of common education in common schools is believed to achieve a
reasonable balance between autonomy and the good of the wider society; something which
separate schooling could not do. Indeed, it is often stated that separate education is not
inclusive, it limits the autonomy of the child and, even in benign forms, tends to oppress and
marginalise; that, if it is funded by the state, separate education compromises the liberal view
of the state as neutral between competing doctrines and that the existence of separate
education in a plural society threatens openness and tolerance. We will explore some of these
objections to separate education in further detail in chapters three and four, but it is important
to stay focussed for the moment on the point that, in the liberal mind, common schools offer a
solution to the demands of autonomy on the one hand and the good of the wider society on
the other, for achieving these two things is not straightforward. Let us turn to an historical
example to contextualise these difficulties in the development of common education. The
development of common schooling in the USA is particularly interesting and it will be
beneficial to place it under closer inspection to understand the difficulties which arose in
attempting to introduce common forms of education there.

Common Schools in The USA
The earliest common schools in America were formed in Massachusetts in the 1780s but in
today’s terms, where ‘common school’ is suggestive of plurality, diversity and the celebration
of difference, these common schools were not what their name suggests. From the outset
common schools were exclusive of certain groups within society, most notably AfricanAmericans and native American-Indians (Hilliard 1984). Others, such as immigrant
Mexican, Chinese and Eastern Europeans, also suffered from neglect in relation to education.
One of the chief architects of common school reforms during the early nineteenth century in
America was Horace Mann who envisaged a public school system based on Christian values
which everyone could agree to; a non-denominational and non-doctrinal Christian education.
The use of the term common was not then about the celebration of difference but the
assimilation of difference into a common American culture, including a common morality
based on Biblical principles (Totterdell 2005). Mann’s public schools taught non16
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denominational religious education which involved readings from the Bible, but without any
doctrinal interpretation (Mann 1838-48, Vol XII: 117 quoted by Totterdell 2005). The
overall emphasis was to deal with pluralism through the elimination of controversy, the
avoidance of offence and the establishment of a common foundation upon which all could
agree. But this translated into a system of education that pitched the state against the family
and which aimed at the creation of educated citizens integrated into the wider American
culture:
Mann bequeathed to the American system an abiding suspicion of religion per se and a
predilection to subordinate its doctrinal and spiritual force to its instrumental function in
reinforcing moral values and democratic loyalties supportive of the ‘American Way
(Totterdell 2005. p. 170)

So common schools were also a development of nationalism (Feinberg 1998, p. 45) and the
desire to cultivate a particular national identity.

The legacy of such an approach was one which relativised religious truth claims on the basis
that if all religions must be tolerated then all must be equal and at the same time subordinated
these religious truth claims to the ‘common’ language of educational ideals and the control of
the state. This was not something specific to America but which was typical of many state
education systems. According to Gay (see Wright 2004 p. 128), the impact of state
regulation and introduction of universal education had the negative effect of undermining the
very values of freedom and autonomy which it sought to promote, something indeed which
John Stuart Mill himself had warned against. Mill had argued that education is not something
that the state itself should provide. While he believed that education in broad terms should be
a common experience for every child, he rejected the idea of a state-regulated, uniform
schooling for fear of restricting individual freedom and of giving too much power to the state.
It is the parents, according to Mill, who should decide on the form of schooling and the state
should concern itself with helping to fund those families who have difficulty in affording it
(Mill 1991, p. 176).
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Following Mann another liberal thinker, John Dewey, was enormously influential in
developing an educational philosophy which guided opinion on the role of public schools in
America during much of the twentieth century and provided them with the common
educational ideal of creating democratic citizens. Dewey’s approach to pluralism was, like
Mann’s, an emphasis on what is common rather than on what divides but he also drew on his
own interpretation of Enlightenment values of rationalism, autonomy and freedom to argue
for an education based in the promotion of social unity and democratic citizenship. Religion
was regarded as inappropriate for common schools as it forms ‘habits of mind which are at
war with the habits of mind congruous with democracy and science.’ (Dewey in Boydston
1977, p.168). However, he believed that it was still the work of the school to cultivate the
‘the religious' in pupils. Dewey's distinction between ‘religion' and 'religious’ might be
understood best by today’s distinction between ‘religious’ and ‘spiritual’, where in each case
the former represents formal, established religion and the latter an internal aspect of human
nature which stimulates the individual towards a quest for meaningful answers about the
nature of existence and cultivates a sense of wonder and appreciation of the world as well as
helping us towards empathy with others and providing a stimulus for acts of kindness. In
Dewey’s terms the ‘religious’ is, among other things, ‘a sense of human nature as a co
operating part of a larger whole.’ (1934, p. 25). Thus the common school should ignore
organised religion but seek to develop the ‘religious’ life of the child towards ‘the unification
of the self through allegiance to inclusive ideal ends, which the imagination presents to us
and to which the human will responds as worthy of controlling our desires and choices.’
(Dewey 1934, p. 23)

Totterdell is quick to point out the inadequacies of Dewey’s response to pluralism which
praises tolerance of different religious and cultural identities on the one hand but undermines
the beliefs, doctrines and rituals which give rise to the difference in the first place:
Like Mann he erred egregiously in thinking that a sense of ‘centredness ’ or common patterns
of understandings can be achieved bereft of the particularities by which truth, belief and
knowledge of the difference between right and wrong are transmitted. These cannot be
passed on without a structure, a system of belief to sustain them... Dewey's ‘common faith ’
inevitably rests on the notion of ‘religious ’ consensus, which, as history testifies, is a
dangerous fantasy. (2005, p. 173)
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Callan (1997) is no less unrealistic about the heritage of common schools in American
history, a concept created and imposed by ‘the interests of politically dominant groups’ (p.
171) . He speaks of‘collective shame’ (p. 172) regarding‘the experience of culturally
marginalized groups in de jure common schools.’ and adds:
Ethnic and religious bigotry has played no small part in shaping the institution of mass
schooling from the nineteenth century and throughout much of the twentieth. (Callan 1997 p.
172)

This historical evidence on common schooling in the USA highlights that it would be
misleading in the extreme to portray the emergence of common education as a single idea
flowing from the Enlightenment and being uncontroversially developed into modern state
education systems. It also emphasises several key challenges for the common school project:
the challenges of plurality and parental rights as well as the question of ideological values in
education. The first two of these will be dealt with in the following chapter but it is apt at
this stage to make some further comments on this latter point.

Common Schools-An Idealised History?
The history of common schools noted above is of little surprise to some writers who argue
that the story of common education often rehearsed by many liberals is blinkered and shows
little awareness of the presence of ideological values in education and the use of state power
to promote one particular ideological perspective over others.

Totterdell (2005) suggests that this liberal ignorance of values has caused significant damage
to the aims of democracy and freedom espoused by liberals themselves. He believes that the
basic failure of public education in America to see the role of schools as agencies of meaning
has brought about superficiality in education. Public education fails to see education as
‘carrying on the cultural conversation about a quest that is constitutive of human life: the
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search for intelligibility and meaning’ (p. 174) and ‘too readily limits its attention to the
surfaces of reality rather than engage with its deeper dimensions in all their rich
particularity.’ (p. 175). The end result is to relegate religious belief to the private world, to
constrain religious individuals from participating in the public square and to diminish the
freedom of parents to choose an education informed by their own particular values.

On the use of state power to pursue ideological ends Andy Green argues that the view of
mass education as emerging during the period of Enlightenment in recognition of
Enlightenment values is not even entirely accurate. Green (1990) is suspicious of
overarching or generalized theories of developments in state education systems such as the
influence of the Enlightenment or the rise of industrialization. For example, Green reckons
that the popular perception of the development of mass education as a project inspired by the
ideals of the Enlightenment and the rights of individuals is largely mythic; in reality
European schools of the nineteenth century were more concerned with 'social control, moral
conformity and political acquiescence than human emancipation’ (p. 3 1). The introduction of
mass education in Europe following the period of Enlightenment had a strong interventionist
approach and States saw the aims of education in very instrumental terms:
Not only could it play an important role in furnishing industry and the state bureaucracy with
appropriate attitudes but also it was of inestimable value for the dominant social classes in
establishing their hegemony over the state at large. (Green 1990, p80)

So, in Green’s terms, the nineteenth century system of state schooling was forced on the
public in order to achieve a more compliant population: ‘It formed the responsible citizen, the
diligent worker, the willing taxpayer, the reliable juror, the conscientious parent, the dutiful
wife, the patriotic soldier, the dependable or deferential voter.’ (Green, 1990, p80)

While not expressed in the same terms Joseph Dunne (2003) makes two significant points
about the development of state education which serves as further evidence to support Green’s
main claims. The first confirms a point made earlier, that common education developed out

20

Chapter 2

of nationalism and the need to cultivate a national identity. Dunne notes that national
education systems were fundamental to nation-building, seen by the fact that the pace-setters
in Europe when it came to establishing systems of national education were those countries
that were yet to attain economic or political success (p. 98). Denmark, the Erst European
nation to have a national system of education, saw education as part of their national
reconstruction after losing Sweden to the Norwegians. His second point is that, in
establishing national systems of education, nations were responding to a desire for increased
capital accumulation and required greater management of their economies which in turn
required a new compact between the state and the individual:
In working out this compact, the school as an institution would come to play a crucial role...
it would be the state’s instrument for equipping the young with ranges of knowledge and skill
to contribute to national economic development andfor socializing them into the norms
necessary to preserve a stable social and politicalframework for the pursuit of this
development. (Dunne 2003, p. 99)

While each of the above writers clearly argues from a different perspective, it could be said
that the points they make raise fundamental questions about whether any form of common
education can escape the accusation of being open to state abuse? However, despite what
some might see as the negative role of state power in the introduction of mass education, it
has provided structure and reasonable consensus which is better than chaos, so Dunne is not
entirely pessimistic. As we noted above he is more than aware of the utilitarian aims pursued
by governments in the establishment of state education but he also sees values of autonomy
and freedom for the individual emerging from this, despite the paternalistic influence of the
state. In other words:
The liberal-democratic determination of this transaction would ensure the process of
individuation: the knowledge and skills acquired would also enable students to enhance their
own individual life chances and to develop a form of autonomy that could enable them to
steer their own life courses. (Dunne 2003, p. 99)

In other words, to view the construction of nationalism, common education and common
schools simply as the imposition of one set of views upon a mass of people within an
arbitrary boundary is to do an enormous disservice to the possibilities created by the
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emergence of nation-states and universal education. Feinberg (1998) argues in a similar vein
when he talks about the need to remember the benefits of the common school in American
history. It helped to move an agricultural society to an industrialised one, provided
opportunities for economic and social advancement and ‘it was and continues to be a critical
battleground in the struggles to end racism and sexism.’ (1998, p. 58).

Conclusion
The history of common education and common schools as traditionally celebrated in the
liberal tradition might be in need of some revision, but it is liberal writers on the whole
(Callan being one example) who are aware of the failings of the past and who are keen to
meet the challenges of the present day. Carr and Flartnett, for example, state:
The correct starting point to the formulation of an alternative educational strategy is not a
rejection of liberal democracy but an awareness of the continuing failure of liberal
democratic societies to live up to their own self-avowed educational aims and ideals (Carr
and Hartnett 1996, p.184).

In other words, common education, if pursued in a self-critical manner in a context where the
potential for state abuse is mitigated by a variety of factors, remains legitimate for a number
of reasons.

Firstly, the idea of shared public services is a fundamental concept at the heart of liberal
Western democracies and is an idea supported across a wide political spectrum. Tied to this
is the view that education is a critical tool for the very maintenance of such democracy, the
development of autonomous citizens and the cultivation of tolerance. In Levinson’s opinion,
a liberal state can thrive (indeed, can survive) only if a large portion of its members are
tolerant of each other, value the preservation of liberal freedoms and exhibit liberal
democratic civic virtues. Individuals most reliably develop these characteristics... by
participating as children in a particular system of state-regulated education. (Levinson 1999,
p.4)
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Spinner-Halev (2000, p. 88) also notes that creating liberal citizens and the maintenance of a
liberal democracy does not happen by accident, it requires effort. If immigrant communities
are not to be discriminated against, if religious believers are to be encouraged to play a part in
liberal society and if there is to be the means of resolving differences between competing
truth claims then it is essential to attend to preserving and cultivating the conditions necessary
for the continuation of Western liberal democracies. Key in all of this is the role education
can play in developing liberal citizens and how schooling is organised to achieve the optimal
results for the maintenance of liberal societies. Feinberg is in no doubt that central to this is
the notion of common education:
The formation of a public sphere occurs in fragments, here and there, but it does not happen
accidentally. The need to attend to the conditions for its creation is an important reason for
public education. (Feinberg 1998, p. 238)

Secondly, it is in the interests of governments to pursue high standards of education, shared
knowledge and skills which will make for an effective and productive workforce, a profitable
economy and consequently a high quality of life. In order to achieve certain minimum
standards of education it is important to cultivate a common education of sorts. Inevitably
there will be questions arising from this in terms of appropriate levels of control, the
accommodation of private interests and the space for freedom and creativity, and these are
legitimate questions which a consideration of the issue of common education will hopefully
bring in to focus.

Thirdly, there must be opportunities for equal access to the resources and quality of life
mentioned above. In a situation where education is a significant factor in determining access
to the resources of a society, and where families must pay for education, the resources will be
restricted to those who can afford them. Given the traditional existence of patrimony or
familial inheritance of wealth in many societies, the most obvious way to create fairer access
to resources for all is through a state-funded and state-regulated common education whereby
the effects of wealth are, to a degree, mitigated.
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I believe then that the challenges noted above do not preclude a discussion of common
education. Instead, they provide evidence for the need to pursue a discussion of the issues
surrounding the concept of common education rather than to avoid them, for it is part of the
critical task of creating stable and fair societies. It is therefore necessary to address the key
arguments opposing common education (Chapter Three) and those currently writing in
support of it (Chapter Four) in some detail.
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Chapter Three: Whose Common Education?

Introduction
Opponents of common education argue that the concept itself is fundamentally flawed and
based on a false premise, that is, that there is such a thing as common knowledge which can
be pursued in common institutions based on shared liberal principles which can satisfy the
needs of a plural population within a democratic society. This chapter will consider two main
sources of such a protest, one a communitarian perspective and one a multicultural
perspective. I begin with some observations of the influence of communitarian thinking in
modern politics before exploring the views of Alasdair MacIntyre, a confirmed opponent of
liberalism who has from time to time turned his attention to educational concerns. A
Maclntyrean vision of education is considered and evaluated. In the second part of this
chapter 1 turn to consider the challenge of plurality and a variety of multicultural perspectives
on common education. The chapter concludes that liberals must address considerable
challenges if they are to sustain their arguments for common education.

Whose Education? Which Rationality?
Alasdair MacIntyre and communitarian theorists base their opposition to common education
and common schools on the premise that liberal ideals do not offer a sufficient foundation on
which educational aims can be built. MacIntyre’s attack is not confined to common
education but with the whole of liberalism; he argues that the Enlightenment project failed in
its attempt to establish a set of independent rational principles to inform rational discourse.
Indeed, in his view, liberalism is simply another tradition. If the purpose of the
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Enlightenment was that 'reason would displace authority and tradition' (MacIntyre 1988, p. 6)
then it has clearly failed to achieve its purpose and the reason for its failure is two-fold.

First, its rejection of tradition and with it an appreciation of the processes of historical and
dialectic enquiry associated with tradition-based rational argument. The search for a valuefree, objective source for public debate alienated people from traditional sources of enquiry
and replaced them with a view from nowhere. It is possible however, MacIntyre believes, for
argument and enquiry to be based on a tradition without excluding the possibility of
interaction and agreement between people of different traditions. In Whose Justice, Which
Rationality he appeals to such a conception of rational argument, it is:
A conception according to which the standards of rational justification themselves emerge
from and are part of a history in which they are vindicated by the way in which they
transcend the limitations of and provide remedies for the defects of their predecessors within
the history of that same tradition. (MacIntyre 1988, p. 7)

Thus the community provides the context within which moral claims are judged. The idea of
there being ‘tradition-independent’ standards or universal principles is simply ‘illusory’
(MacIntyre 1988).

The second reason he offers for the failure of the Enlightenment is the rejection of world
views which aim for a telos and, with this, the basis on which moral arguments can be
resolved. This has resulted in moral relativism and the prevention of productive moral
debate in modern western societies. In simple terms it is impossible to decide what is
morally true because the authority of traditions have been relativised to one opinion among
many; judgments ‘are nothing but expressions of preference, expressions of attitude or
feeling, insofar as they are moral or evaluative in character’ (MacIntyre 1981, p.l 1). The end
result of this is fragmentation and confusion in modern moral life (p. 10) and the loss of
social identity (p. 3 1). MacIntyre’s response to this is to argue from an AristotelianThomistic perspective for a virtue-based ethic. In addition, he describes a key part of the
solution to the problem of liberal emotivism in After Virtue as: 'the construction of local
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forms of community within which civility and the intellectual and moral life can be sustained
through the new dark ages which are already upon us.' (MacIntyre 1981 p. 245).

A chief concern of MacIntyre's is to create the conditions necessary to improve the situation
which we now find ourselves in. In part his solution is to argue for an 'educated public'
capable of successful moral debate. This is something which would require a conception of
education and schooling very different from the liberal ideals of common education and
common schools. MacIntyre's interest in education can be seen in aspects of Whose Justice?
Which Rationality? (1988), more extensively in Three Rival Versions ofMoral Inquiry
(1990) and, again, in a more indirect way in Dependent Rational Animals (1999).

There is no such thing, MacIntyre argues, as an objective education. If it is to be of value,
education must aspire to a telos, it must contain within it a view of how human beings relate
to the world and a vision towards which the education itself must aim. This education would
also be part of the local communities based around distinct traditions mentioned above.
Educational aims for each school would be tied to the over-arching vision and traditions of its
particular community. The aims would necessarily contain within them a distinct view of
truth. The alternative to this, an education which is untethered to any particular point of
reference or comprehensive good, is a morally barren individualism. Not only that but it is
open to abuse from state power. Nel Noddings, an advocate of community based schools
expresses such concerns:
Liberalism is focused on procedures and right action so that each citizen can decide for
herself or himself what goods will be sought. Beyond dedication to these procedural rides,
liberals can suggest no good to which everyone will aspire and the question arises as to
whether a commitment to these procedural rules is robust enough to sustain a “community”
(Noddings 1996, p. 259)

MacIntyre argues for an ‘educated public" (1987; 1990) whose citizens are educated within a
tradition, who understand their tradition in relation to other traditions within their society and
who have developed virtues and shared standards of moral argument that enable rational
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debate. Educational aims, in MacIntyre’s view are informed by wider views of human
purposes and as such vary from community to community. In other words, schools exist
within communities of practice which are founded on an underlying vision of human
purposes which informs their aims or curriculum. So a Catholic school is a distinct
community of practice, so too is a Muslim school, as each has a distinct vision of human
purposes. Equally, a state-controlled school could be informed by a coherent secular view of
human purposes, although in MacIntyre’s terms it is more likely to be based upon a confused
emotivist liberalism which is ‘an ideological disguise for the realities of modern state power.’
(MacIntyre and Dunne 2002. p. 13). These community based schools would be capable of
raising moral children who are likely to be tolerant and sympathetic to children from other
traditions because they understand what it is to be raised in a tradition and to value it.

To further understand MacIntyre’s vision of education the work of Daniel Vokey (2003) is
particularly helpful as he has outlined what he believes to be a vision of a virtue-based school
which embodies MacIntyre's educational ideals. All activities within the school would be
centred around a vision of the good life which was shared by all the teachers. The task of the
teachers would be to undertake ‘both the development of those powers that enable children to
become refelective and independent members of their families and political communities and
the inculcation of those virtues that are needed to direct us towards the achievement of our
common and individual goods.’ (MacIntyre, quoted by Vokey 2003, p.268).

Pedagogy would be based on the concept of apprenticeship whereby students are initiated
into practices ‘which include studies in traditional school subjects such as mathematics,
history, English composition, literature and the sciences... The visual and performing arts are
well represented along with games, sports and athletics’ (Vokey 2003, p. 268). It is
important that students have a broad understanding of different disciplines and that they see
them as complementary, ‘for the value of each particular discipline lies in key part in its
contribution to the overall enterprise of a liberal education’ (MacIntyre 2001, p. 13). Thus
students begin to learn first by following rules before gradually gaining greater independence.
Teachers begin as instructors but, as a young person begins to achieve the mastery of certain
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skills through training, the teacher becomes a guide who directs pupils to tasks of ever greater
complexity. As such, the teacher acts as a role-model: ‘teachers strive to embody the wisdom
and authority of the moral tradition from which their school’s vision of the overriding human
good derives, so that they will provide students both with the right rules to follow and with
the right inspiration to obey them.’ (Vokey 2003, p. 270). At the higher levels of learning
pupils do not only become adept in the skills and knowledge of certain practices but ‘also
become able to discern the internal goods that are the ‘point and purpose’ of the practices.’
(Vokey 2003, p. 270).

To conclude Vokey offers 3 professional responsibilities for teachers in virtue-centred
schools: First, ‘to initiate students into theoretical and practical moral enquiry as understood
within the Aristotelian-Thomistic tradition.’ (Vokey 2003, p. 270) This would mean students
coming to an appreciation of the history of their own particular tradition and their place
within it. In turn this would provide a sense of‘shared standards of responsible action and
shared belief (p. 271).

A second responsibility for teachers would be ‘to give students a civic education informed by
a critical social theory that lays bare the operation of‘free market’ ideology.’ (Vokey 2003, p.
271). In other words, they would be helped to see that liberalism and capitalism are not the
natural order of things but a set of ideologies influencing the way life is lived at this point in
history in Western countries in the twenty-first century. Third, teachers must ‘guide students
on spiritual paths that yield some direct experience and appreciation of the overriding good of
human life.’ (p. 271). Thus, spiritual development or as it is more traditionally called,
religious education, is an essential part of the activity of the school. This is not a religious
education aiming to transmit knowledge of religions but an integration of the whole
education of the young person with their spiritual development in the particular tradition of
the school. However, in order to give pupils a breadth of experience whereby they can
develop virtues for the achievement of common and individual goods they must also be
brought into contact with others of different backgrounds. So teachers should arrange that
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‘students live, work and play with those against whom they might harbour ethnic, racial or
other prejudice.’ (Vokey 2003, p. 270)

To consider further how MacIntyre’s ideas might work in practice it is worth taking time to
reflect on the context of schooling and education in Northern Ireland. Interestingly this is one
of the few contexts about which MacIntyre has spoken of his ideas in an applied way.
Because of the relevance of the Northern Ireland situation to this thesis in general it is worth
quoting his comments in full:
Where there are rival traditions within one and the same local society, it may well be best for
each tradition to have its own primary and secondary schools, but it is of the first importance
that the students do not learn how matters ofcontention are understood only from the
standpoint of their own tradition. In Northern Ireland, for example, Protestant Unionists
should be able to have their children taught in schools whose ethos is that of an educated
Protestantism and an educated Unionism. And Catholic Nationalists or Republicans should
be able to have their children taught in schools whose ethos is that of an educated
Catholicism and an educated Nationalism. But it is ofgreat social and moral importance
that the children of Catholic Nationalists or Republicans should not only learn Irish history,
as taught from a Catholic and Nationalist standpoint, but should also learn Irish and British
history as taught from a Protestant and Unionist point of view, and of course vice versa. And
this would require Protestant Unionist teachers of history, as well as Catholic Nationalist
teachers of history, teaching in Catholic Nationalist schools, and of course vice versa.
Nothing less would serve the common good of the people of the six counties.
At an advanced level students should also be introduced to the claims made for professedly
neutral and objective academic versions of Irish history, but with the purpose of learning that
they too are always informed by some ideological vision, that there is in fact no coherent
narrative history that is not a narrative both grounded in and giving expression to the
attitudes of some particular tradition. So students will learn how the narrative of their own
lives is embedded in the narratives of the tradition or traditions within which andfrom whose
resources they have been taught how to identify those goods the achievement of which or the
failure to achieve which is crucial to those narratives. (MacIntyre and Dunne 2002, p. 12)

These comments are illuminative in helping us to understand MacIntyre’s perspective but
they also raise important theoretical and practical questions. The first question must surely
be about how MacIntyre defines a ‘comprehensive good’. In the Northern Irish example he
blends a Catholic religious good with a political view of Irish Nationalism and contrasts this
with a blended Protestant Unionist position. No doubt these are religious-political
combinations frequently adopted within the society in question but it is problematic to
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suggest that the defining ethos of a school should be Catholic Nationalist or Protestant
Unionist. No priest or minister, whatever his or her personal political convictions, is likely to
suggest that the Irishness or Britishness of a particular corner of the island of Ireland forms an
essential part of the comprehensive good of the Christian faith. MacIntyre may argue that the
good around which the schools would be organised would be the religious good, and that the
political aspect is a secondary but important part of the identity of Catholics and Protestants
in Northern Ireland, but this is still problematic in relation to its conception of'common
good’, particularly with regards to Protestantism. It suggests that there is such a thing as a
Protestant view of life which is a coherent comprehensive good, but if such a good exists it
has never been clearly articulated by any theologian. Fundamental disagreements between
Anglican, Reformed and Anabaptist traditions of Protestantism however are well
documented, and would seem to undermine MacIntyre’s assumption. How might these
various denominations pursue a common good when, for example, they fundamentally
disagree over the rules of access (in soteriological terms) to the good in question? Another
example of difference between Protestants from the Northern Irish situation also illustrates
the point well. During the 1980s and 1990s a number of Protestant Free Presbyterian Church
schools were privately established in Northern Ireland. The Free Presbyterian parents chose
to remove their children from Controlled state schools (which are Protestant yet nondenominational in character) on the grounds that they were ‘Godless’ institutions. These
examples may seem very specific but they point to a wider criticism and that is that
MacIntyre’s argument requires purity and cohesion in traditions or comprehensive goods.
Once a school begins to admit to diversity within its comprehensive good it is forced to
accommodate the possibility of there being more than one comprehensive good and, in turn,
this fractures the very foundation on which the school is built.

A second question which is raised by MacIntyre’s comments on education in Northern
Ireland concerns the role of teachers. On the one hand MacIntyre argues that teachers
embody the tradition of the school in which they teach and act as role-models, yet on the
other hand MacIntyre’s recommendations on teaching history in Northern Ireland requires
schools to employ teachers who represent alternative traditions to that of the school. It may
be that in his isolated example this would be possible but if pupils are to be given this form of
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education on a range of different topics in a range of different subjects the idea of a
community-based school focused on a single comprehensive good which is embodied in the
lives of the teaching staff quickly becomes impossible. Indeed the end result would seem to
be a form of common education.

Third, MacIntyre’s example seems to be blind to multi-cultural and ethnic minorities not to
mention atheists, liberals or convinced post-modernists. What space would there be for them
in the education system he imagines for Northern Ireland. Admittedly, MacIntyre does not
attempt to provide a blueprint for a model education system in his brief comments but still,
his silence on the matter of minorities is revealing. We can assume that he would be
sympathetic to the idea of separate schools for ethnic and cultural minorities based around
their particular conceptions of the good, but would such schools be a basic right for each
group? If so, who would fund them? And how would a society with a wide range of ethnic
and cultural groups sustain the number of schools necessary to satisfy every comprehensive
good? If we assume that, for economic reasons only, a limited number of options would be
available in any society it raises the question of where pupils who do not belong to any of the
traditions offered tit, and would they be compelled to receive an education in a school which
they deemed inimical to their own tradition? There are significant questions here about
equality, autonomy and individual rights which are left wanting.

There is no doubt that MacIntyre’s view offers a reasonable approach if one belongs to a
large religious community with significant resources organised around a coherent, highly
structured comprehensive good which has historically developed the skills of dialectical
reasoning of the type he values. What is less certain is the extent to which MacIntyre’s
approach is helpful in dealing with the issues of pluralism, equality and autonomy in a
modern society.
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Setting aside these questions for a moment let us turn to those who argue not just for a
communitarian solution to education in general but for religiously affiliated schooling in
particular.

The Argument for Religiously Affiliated Schools
Macltnyre’s views may provide a broad argument for separate schools of many types, each
based on different conceptions of the good, but it is in relation to religious perspectives on
education that his arguments have usually been applied. This is something which he has done
himself in relation to Catholic Higher Education (2001). Debate about religiously affiliated
schools (sometimes referred to as ‘faith-schools’) and colleges has been the subject of
significant focus in academic literature in recent times, particularly in the UK, and in addition
to MacIntyre’s arguments it is worth considering some of that literature in relation to our
discussion of common education. Some recent sources include Gardner et al (2005), ParkerJenkins et al (2005), Hand (2003), Morris (2005) Arthur (2006) as well as dedicated issues of
Oxford Review of Education (2001,27 (4)) and the British Journal of Religious Education
(2003, 25 (2)).

Before exploring some of this literature in detail it is also important to note that debate on this
issue ranges extremely widely and relates to the establishment and on-going implementation
of political policies in a number of countries. Robert Putnam’s book Bowling Alone, for
example, is believed to have had significant influence on a number of political leaders in
recent years, from Tony Blair in the UK to George Bush in America and Bertie Ahern in
Ireland. Based on data gathered in the USA since the 1970s, the book outlines the decline in
participation with community activities and democratic structures along with increasing
fragmentation and disconnectedness in the way Americans live their lives. This move
towards increasing individualism, symbolised by the idea of bowling alone rather than as part
of a group or in a league, causes a decline in ‘social capital' (‘connections among individuals
- social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them’
(Putnam 2000)). But he argues that it is possible to rebuild social capital by encouraging
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active citizenship. His data suggests, for example, that those who are members of religious
communities are more socially integrated and likely to be more charitable to others. The
logic is that government support for faith based enterprises, from faith schools to community
programmes, can help to build social capital. John Annette (2005) believes that it is just
such a communitarian perspective that influenced Tony Blair and David Blunkett in their
decision to encourage an increase in faith schools in the England and Wales in 2001.
Notwithstanding its political influence Putnam's is only one argument among many and there
are a host of reasons given to support religiously affiliated schools. They include reference to
a range of evidence under such headings as ‘academic standards’, ‘choice’, ‘ethos’, and
‘equality of treatment’. In many cases these are overlapping concerns and so I want to focus
on three areas which I believe are core and appear repeatedly in much of the literature
mentioned above: the legitimacy of faith schools, the coherence of faith schools and the
benefits of faith schools.

Legitimacy arguments tend to emphasise parental rights on the one hand while rejecting the
tyranny of state schools on the other. In other words, it is a parent’s right to educate their
child as they see fit and they should not be forced into an education system that privileges the
secular over the religious. By this argument common schools favour non-religion over
religion and are therefore churches of secular humanism. Terence Copley (2005, p. 148), for
example, in Education, Indoctrination and God writes that ‘The British mind has been
programmed to negate or ignore institutional religion. Indoctrination has definitely
occurred.’ While he does not place the blame solely upon education he believes that it has
played a significant part in this process of secular indoctrination (Copley 2005; 2008). This
is a charge that Feinberg regards as inadequate on at least two counts: ‘First, public schools
are (or should be) accountable to all citizens, and their programs are (or should be) open to
inspection, challenge and debate through the political process... Second, public schools do
not teach the doctrines of Secular Humanism.’ (Feinberg 2003, p. 391). On the issue of
parental rights Feinberg also has an answer. Parental rights are not absolute and do not
automatically trump the rights of the state in reproducing a liberal pluralist society (2003).
But this does not convince Halstead and McLaughlin (2005) who maintain the rights of
parents and communities to send their children to religiously-affiliated schools, ‘not least
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because common schools can themselves be divisive in various ways.’ (p. 71). Perhaps, more
importantly, Galston believes that the right of parents to choose an education for their
children in keeping with their deepest commitments is ‘an essential element of expressive
liberty’ (2002, p. 102) and, like Copley, he is more concerned about the power of states and
the media than of parents (p. I06f).

The coherence argument generally runs along the lines already set out by MacIntyre that faith
schooling involves an internally coherent education as part of an overarching tradition which
contains a vision of human flourishing and in turn provides a telos for its educational aims.
Therefore education is not separate from the rest of a person’s life but integrated with it. In
the case of religiously-affiliated schooling the coherence argument often includes reference to
God, as Arthur writes when paraphrasing John Newman’s views from the Idea of a
University, ‘all branches of knowledge are of God since we cannot omit God from the quest
for knowledge. If we omit God then the knowledge produced will be deficient, partial and
defective.’ (2006, p. 93). So, Arthur (2006) concludes that an integration of faith and reason
is possible (p. 110) and offers a genuine alternative to secular education (p. 158). While
internally coherent this faith-school perspective must, others argue, also address the issue of
pluralism. To support faith-based schools in a plural society is likely to lead to a
fragmentation of that society (Judge 2001; Hewer 2001). The counteraction to this from
supporters of religiously affiliated education is that religious schools are not antithetical to a
harmonious social order and, in some cases, can in fact promote social cohesion (Wright
2003, p.149). Based on an ethnographic study of staff and students at Jewish schools in
England Short concludes that the knowledge and experience of multiculturalism displayed by
the staff and students shows that, ‘Faith schools do not necessarily pose a threat to social
cohesion.’ (2003, p. 140) And Werbner (2000) suggests that the process of drawing Muslims
into the politics of faith-based education in Britain has had the effect of bringing minorities
into democratic institutions. In relation to the example of Northern Ireland, it is noted by
Gallagher (2005) that the superficial assertion that separate schools have caused the divisions
in Northern Ireland does not do justice to the complex nature of the conflict here, nor does it
allow for the possibility that separate schooling may be a symptom rather than a cause of
division.
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A particular aspect of the coherence argument which is often cited within the faith schools
debate is the need for children to be brought up in a ‘primary culture’ (Thiessen 1993). This
view is built upon the assertion that, in their early years, children need to be nurtured in an
environment that provides safety and security; this extends to the mental life-world of the
child. By implication the induction of children into a well-defined and historically tested
tradition provides a better environment for healthy psychological and emotional development
than ambiguity, incoherence and uncertainty which may well lead to moral distress and arrest
the healthy educational progress of the child. While Thiessen argues from a religious
perspective it is interesting to note that he finds himself in the company of Richard Rorty.
Arguing from a post-modern position, Rorty believes that, even if knowledge in a post
modern world is highly contested, schools should aim to educate children into a foundation of
knowledge which they can later deconstruct. He says education, ‘should aim primarily at
communicating enough of what is held to he true by the society to which the children belong
so that they can function as citizens of that society. Whether it is true or not is none of the
educator’s business, in his or her professional capacity.' (Rorty 1990, p. 42)

Third, there are those who argue that there is evidence which suggests that separate schooling
is also beneficial to psychological and social development. In the areas of identity formation,
thinking and social inter-relations and even academic achievement some suggest that
religiously-affiliated schools do better. The work of Bryk et al (1988; 1993) reporting on the
benefits of American Catholic education has been widely quoted as offering a reasoned,
plausible argument in this regard, and there has been more recent evidence in the same vein,
such as Jeynes (2002). Andrew Morris (2005) has attempted something similar for Catholic
schools in a British context. Based on evidence of examination results and inspection reports
of school effectiveness, Morris concludes that, ‘a religious education has intrinsic value for
communities, families and individuals and also for society and the state.’ (p. 327). And he
adds that ‘non-selective Catholic schools are comparatively effective in terms of examination
performance, as measured by the generally accepted national benchmarks. Their
effectiveness becomes more evident the greater the level of social disadvantage...’ (p. 327).
However, this claim has been challenged (Jackson 2003) and it is fair to say that results to
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date are inconclusive (Schagen et al 2002; Schagen and Schagen 2005). Morris counters that,
at the very least, his evidence demonstrates that religiously-affiliated education can be of a
satisfactory quality and, moreover, the religious community is providing and part-funding a
service which is ‘beneficial to society at large’ (p. 328). Feinberg (2003, p. 390) calls this
argument the ‘fallacy of the minimum’, that the existence of the religiously-affiliated school
is somehow justified by providing a common minimum core that all schools deliver. But it is
the meaning given to this minimum which concerns Feinberg. The facts, and even different
arguments, may be taught but the children may still be led into one particular view being
right and another wrong. But in Bryk’s view teaching towards a comprehensive good is
preferable to teaching characterised by competition and individualism:

“Reformed” high schools convey a distinct vision of a society in which individuals strive for
personal success while pursuing their self-interest. Institutional norms are competitive,
individualistic and materialistic...(Ylvyk et al 1993, p. 319)

Annette points out that, for Byrk, the end result of a Catholic education is a high level of
‘external social capital’ as well as ‘internal social capital’. (Annette 2005, p. 197)

Thus far we have identified some key arguments for separate education and religiouslyaffiliated schools which challenge the liberal ideal of common education and common
schools. We have shown that there are issues of significant weight which liberal theorists
need to attend to if they are to argue convincingly for common education. These issues
include: liberal neutrality, parental rights, autonomy, equality and community. We will
continue to pursue these in the next two chapters.
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Multicultural Perspectives
From a communitarian critique of common education we now move to the issue of plurality
and, in particular, those multicultural or pluralist perspectives which constitute a challenge to
common education. Pluralism and multiculturalism are both forms of ideological responses
to the condition of plurality and the desire for diverse people to live in an integrated way
within a shared society. While recognising and tolerating plurality, pluralism is generally
regarded as tending towards an assimilationist approach whereas multiculturalism attempts to
celebrate difference, not just tolerate it, and to actively encourage it. Feinberg defines
pluralism as part of the traditional liberal solution to dealing with competing comprehensive
views in a liberal society in the following way:
'Pluralism seeks a society in which people from different cultural formations and orientations
are allowed, if they wish to do so, express their way of life within a separate cultural sphere
and are treated as equal individuals in the public sphere. Pluralism wants equality of
opportunity in the public sphere andfreedom of association in the cultural sphere. (Feinberg
1998, p. 23)

A common metaphor associated with this perspective is colour-blindness. Within the public
sphere everyone is treated equally and no-one is regarded as different; the emphasis is on
people’s common humanity. A state which operates a policy of pluralism is likely to tolerate
difference but not encourage it, one writer has described this as 'benign neglect’ (Kymlicka
1995, p. 50). This pluralist approach is likely to support the notion of common education as a
core activity around which agreed values can be identified, cultivated and practised. Duarte
and Smith (2000) believe that there must be some level of conformity around certain basic
principles, such as equality and tolerance, for the maintenance of a healthy democratic
society.

For the multiculturalist, a liberal pluralism does not respond adequately to the condition of
plurality and fails to acknowledge the value and importance of group-identity. Indeed, a
pluralist approach is sometimes caricatured as a neo-colonial position whereby a Western,
white dominant culture imposes itself on others. Over time, however, a range of multicultural
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approaches have developed which adopt different positions in response to pluralism. These
are summarised using different typologies by different authors including Kincheloe and
Steinberg (1997) and Duarte and Smith (2000) but tend to range from conservative
multiculturalism on the one hand to radical multiculturalism on the other. All approaches
recognise the cultural nature of public life, view difference in positive terms and are
committed to addressing the threefold challenge of multiculturalism summarised by McGlynn
(2008, p. 4) as the need to, ‘move beyond coexistence towards integration, to find a way of
integrating diverse people that recognizes difference but also promotes social cohesion, and
to explore the possibility of forging new common identities.’

Where they differ is generally over where they place themselves on the spectrum of
universalism to particularism and in their concomitant views on the significance of group
rights in promoting social justice. Radical multiculturalists will emphasise the significance of
culture in power relationships within a society and the need to address unjust dominant
hegemony through the empowerment of minority groups (Kincheloe and Steinberg 1997, p.
17; Young 1990). From this perspective pluralism may not be unaware of difference nor of
the difficulties of minorities but it fails to follow through on this awareness to address the
inequity or injustice in the existing state of affairs. One example of this in relation to race is
provided by Joyce King (2004). She uses the term ‘dysconscious racism’ to describe a
perspective which is conscious of racial difference and even tolerant of such difference but
which fails to recognise or deal with the underlying causes of racism:
Dysconscious racism is a form of racism that tacitly accepts dominant White norms and
priveleges. It is not the absence of consciousness (i.e. not unconsciousness) but an impaired
consciousness or distorted way of thinking about race as compared to, for example, critical
consciousness. Uncritical ways of thinking about racial inequity accept certain culturally
sanctioned assumptions about, myths, and beliefs that justify the social and economic
advantages white people have as a result of subordinating diverse others. (King 2004, p. 73)

The pluralist and more conservative multicultural efforts which attempt to deal with
difference by emphasising what people have in common may be a laudable attempt to act
equitably but they fail to recognise the unequal distribution of power which exists and the
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structures which maintain that inequity. Related to this is a second point which radical
multiculturalists make against pluralism in relation to ‘benign neglect’, and which is also
illustrated in King’s example above: an attitude of benign neglect towards cultural and
religious diversity is inadequate as it perpetuates the dominance of certain cultural forms over
others, leading to the displacement of weaker groups in favour of dominant ones. Young
notes how this takes place by means of the ‘myth of merit’ (1990, ch 7) whereby what we
consider to be meritorious in our society is measured by objective, impartial standards which
transcend differences, but the truth is rather different. To take education as one example, the
measurements of success (whether reading scores, exam results or even extra-curricular
achievements) are far from value-neutral and, because of the cultural meanings embedded in
such measurements of success, not all groups in society have an equal opportunity of success.
We might believe the instrument measuring success is neutral when in fact its effect is to
reproduce social divides.

Third, pluralism fails to see the significance of cultural groups and communities in meaning
making and personal development (Feinberg 1998, p. 25). This is similar to the point made
by MacIntyre and supporters of religiously affiliated education in relation to the benefits of
separate education. In this view communities are fundamentally better at assisting
individuals in their personal growth (Thiessen 1993) and cultural groups and communities
make an enormously important contribution to the development of identity, morality,
reasoning and reflection in children.

These three points have particular force when one considers common schools and common
education. Spinner-Halev (2000) and Feinberg (1998) are both of the opinion that if liberals
are committed to the existence of a healthy, plural, democratic society then they must be
prepared to create the conditions within which difference can flourish. A system of common
schooling which emphasises commonality, conformity and the common good at the expense
of individuality, self and/or group expression and a religious or cultural good is not the way
to achieve healthy pluralism.
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However, the response from more conservative multiculturalists is that placing too much
emphasis on difference can actually reinforce stereotypes, thus reifying cultural or religious
identities, and so cause division rather than promote integration. Not only that, but placing an
emphasis on sectional interests makes it more difficult for minority groups to tackle shared
problems such as poverty or social injustice (Barry 2001). Young’s emphasis on particularity
is seen as part of a deeper philosophical scepticism about ‘what human beings qua human
beings share' (Beiner 2006, p. 30) and indicative of an approach which ultimately
undermines an essential educational goal of‘encouraging a shared civic identity and
promoting sound practices of shared citizenship.’ (Beiner 2006, p. 30).

A number of writers have suggested that a helpful way to move beyond the universalist /
particularist dichotomy is through an intercultural approach which sees culture as process
(Baumann 1996) and which is ‘critical of essentialist views of culture while acknowledging
the role of power relations in cultural formation.’ (Jackson (2005, p. 6). In this view a
common education which offers flexible representations of religions and cultures and which
is based on dialogue between pupils of different backgrounds is highly valued.

To draw some conclusions from this discussion in relation to common education, we are able
to say that while, for some, plurality provides an argument for common schooling, it is
misleading to conclude that a multicultural perspective is an argument for schools as ‘melting
pots’ or even ‘salad bowls’. A particularist view of multiculturalism suggests that, if social
justice is to be upheld, ethnic and religious minorities must be allowed to cultivate their
particular identities through separate education, or at the very least through provision for
separate classes (such as religious education) or allowance for distinctive forms of
cultural/religious expression (such as dress) within a common institution. The emphasis upon
the associated benefits of strong communities, such as high social capital, also strengthens the
particularist multicultural position on separate provision in education.
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Conclusion: Clarifying the Challenges
Evidence of whether separate schools with a strong comprehensive view are ‘better’ than
common schools are inconclusive but communitarian and particularist multicultural
perspectives seem to converge on three key concerns in relation to the pursuit of common
education:

1. Plurality - a concern about common education’s preference for uniformity and its
tendency to play down difference.
2. The myth of objectivity - Whose common education, based on which criteria?
3. Parental/religious/group rights - What right has the state to decide on these
matters? We ought to be wary of the state and conscious of its promotion of a liberal
ideology that promotes individualism over community.

In the following chapter we will consider a range of liberal responses to these challenges.
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Chapter Four: The Case for Common Education

It will be the task of this chapter to explore the case for common education from a liberal
perspective. As will become clear, liberal responses to the challenges facing common
education cover a wide range, to the extent that there is debate over whether some of the
solutions even count as liberal. An article by the longstanding liberal philosopher of
education John White (2003) illustrates this. In the article White argues that support for
liberalism in British philosophy of education has been in decline since the 1980s and he
identifies a number of key writers who may consider themselves liberals, such as Richard
Smith and Terence McLaughlin, but who have transgressed the ‘boundaries of liberalism’. It
could be said that, in White’s eyes, Smith has compromised his liberal principles (particularly
that of autonomy) in the light of the challenge from pluralism (White 2003, p. 152) and
McLaughlin has succumbed to pressure from the challenge of parental rights (White 2003, p.
156). But the responses from McLaughlin, Smith and others generally state that White’s
conception of liberalism is too narrow and they argue that there are wide differences in liberal
philosophy in general and that this is reflected in the area of education in particular (Carr, W.
2003, p. 162; Standish 2003, p. 169; McLaughlin 2003c, p. 178; Smith 2003).

David Carr provides good reasons for being cautious of an overly prescriptive approach to
defining liberalism, especially in contradistinction to communitarianism. The two positions
generally diverge around two key issues, the relationship of the individual to society and
normative conceptions of sources and legitimacy of moral and political authority, but Carr
(2003, p. 170f.) provides a number of examples to show that there is a broad spectrum of
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opinions on both issues. To characterise liberals as atomistic individuals is as misleading as
claiming that all communitarians demand allegiance to totalitarian collective principles. If we
assume that one of the purposes of this study is to understand liberal and communitarian
positions generally, it is particularly important to begin with an open mind on what
constitutes a liberal perspective. Indeed, such is the diversity of liberal perspectives that
various metaphors have been employed by different writers to illustrate them. Wright (2001;
2003), for example, distinguishes between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ forms of liberalism. In his view
‘hard’ liberalism refers to a form of liberalism developed by Thomas Hobbes in which the
state pursues freedom as an end in itself by the imposition of‘a liberal life-world on all
members of society, where necessary via a regime of careful and attentive policing.’ (2003, p.
146). In contrast to this is a ‘soft’ form of liberalism developed by John Locke and
characterised by dialogue and tolerance. Here ‘liberalism does not constitute a unified world
view to be imposed through political authority, but rather an interim ethic or ‘doxastic
practice’ designed to maximise communication and understanding between conflicting belief
systems.’ (Wright 2003, p. 146). As we will see other metaphors refer to light and heavy;
strong and weak; thick and thin positions on different aspects of liberal thought, all of which
indicates that a broad spectrum of opinions exist. So to begin this chapter I want to set out a
basic framework within which various writers on common education might be placed. The
chapter will then explore a number of these writers who represent different positions within a
broadly defined liberal spectrum and critically evaluate their views on common education.

Conceptions of Common Education
In his work on common education and common schools Terence McLaughlin sets out a
conceptual framework in order to understand contemporary liberal views of common
education. He acknowledges, as we have already, the breadth of liberal views on common
education and adds that diversity in the practical outworking and expression of these ideals
are multiplied by the various political, historical and legal contexts of different states. Yet,
McLaughlin believes, it is possible to conceive of some generally common elements in the
various conceptions of common education. McLaughlin's claims can be substantiated to a
degree by the fact that the commonalities he points to are also noted by another prominent
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writer in this field, Eamon Callan. Their points are that common education: seeks to balance
unifying and diversifying imperatives and forces, such as the desire for shared cohesive
values across a society on one side and the active support of the cultures and lifestyles of all
the religious and ethnic groups in it on the other side (McLaughlin 2003b, p. 126; Callan
1997, p 166); emphasises the autonomy of the child (McLaughlin 2003b, p. 127; Callan
1997); regards the common school as the best place in which to pursue its aims (McLaughlin
2003b, p. 127; Callan 1997, p. 177); and does not encourage belief in any particular religion
(McLaughlin 2003b, p. 128; Callan 1997, p. 163).

In summary McLaughlin defines common education in the following way:
The notion of a 'conception of common education ’ prescribes a range of educational
outcomes of wide ranging kinds as appropriate and desirable for all members of the society
in question. (McLaughlin 2003b, p. 122)

As an ideal this also means:
It generates a series of educational aims and processes which involve not merely the
development of relevant forms of knowledge and understanding, but also offorms of
sensitivity, disposition, virtue and commitment, (p. 123)

Again by way of corroboration of McLaughlin’s view it is worth giving Callan’s defnintion:
A conception of common education prescribes a range of educational outcomes - virtues,
abilities, different kinds of knowledge - as desirable for all members of the society to which
the conception applies. How members might differ in religion or gender, for example, is
irrelevant to the basic content of common education in a liberal democracy. (1997, p. 163)

As we progress through this chapter it will become clear that many of the elements cited by
McLaughlin and Callan as typical of common education are open for debate, but their work
does provide a useful starting point from which we can proceed.
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Having established some commonalities it is appropriate now to turn to areas of difference.
McLaughlin (2003b) does this by distinguishing between different conceptions of the liberal
ideal of common education on a continuum between light and heavy. The terms ‘light’ and
‘heavy’ refer to the burdens placed on the state and upon schools by the different conceptions
of common education. On the light side are visions of common schools that aim at teaching
children what everyone in the society can reasonably agree (a ‘lowest common denominator’
approach), they do not seek to engage with difficulties that might arise when competing
religious or political views enter the public domain. He cites William Galston’s view of civic
education and John Dewey’s vision of education as examples in this regard. Moving along
the continuum towards slightly heavier conceptions of common schooling McLaughlin places
the views of Amy Gutmann, Eamonn Callan, Stephen Macedo, William Feinberg and Will
Kymlicka. Even further along the continuum in terms of heaviness McLaughlin places Jeff
Spinner-Halev and Kenneth Strike with John Tomasi providing the heaviest example.

It would be impossible to do justice to the views of all the writers mentioned by McLaughlin
but 1 hope to discuss a selection of views and certainly at least one representative of each of
his three main categories of light, heavier and heavy. It should also be noted that
McLaughlin does not suggest that his list is exhaustive and I think it is reasonable to consider
other writers whom he does not mention but who clearly represent one of his positions.
Meira Levinson is one such case. While McLaughlin (2003b) refers to her work he does not
place her on his continuum, however 1 suggest that her views are similar to others at the light
end of his spectrum.

Light Conceptions of Common Education
Some introduction to Dewey has already been given in Chapter Two and it is sufficient here
to note briefly how his ideas and those of Horace Mann, which were so influential in the
formation of common schools in the USA, are typical of a Might' conception of common
education. Dewey’s ideas on education were characterised by a desire towards social
convergence and away from any form of controversy or conflict. This has been called a
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lowest common denominator approach (Callan 1997, p. 170; Totterdell 2005, p. 168) and was
born out of a desire to be non-sectarian and tolerant and to achieve an inclusive consensus on
educational aims, so avoiding disagreement. It required the strict separation of church and
state and the removal of any form of denominational religious education from public
schooling. Secular common schools were the medium for delivering a common education
and were united around the ethos of democracy and citizenship. This was something which
could be shared but it represented a very 'thin’ form of community. The notion of parental
choice was simply swept aside through the assumption that the state-controlled education
provision and viewed it as an essential part of instilling in the young the appropriate values of
freedom and tolerance which would allow a plural society to function effectively. So it
imposed its own view of the ends of education, which Dewey described in religious language.
He spoke of a ‘common faith’ (Dewey 1934, p. 29) to describe a shared humanist
educational ideal. As Totterdell notes, it was a ‘search for a basis for unity in a religious
substitute, an absolute perspective that transcends the conflict between competing loyalties.’
(2005, p. 171).

But while it was conceived as a ‘common faith’ it was a notion of community or shared life
founded on the autonomy of the individual and which enshrined ‘tolerance’ as the supreme
value to be upheld in relations between members of the community. Arguably, it also had the
effect of repressing reasoned debate. In situations where the principle of tolerance is the
touchstone of relations in a community, it is based on the argument that intolerant ideas
cannot be tolerated. Wright (2001) has shown that in educational settings this has the effect
of encouraging censorship of truth claims of individual traditions (especially illiberal
religious ones) and of producing a ‘hard’ form of liberalism in which liberalism becomes a
totalising world-view.

Dewey may have believed that his common schools provided school pupils and parents with
a common ‘religious’ vision of democratic life, but some have suggested that the values
inherent in this vision were those of an imperialistic liberalism which undermined the very
foundations of liberalism. Yet the aim for liberals in this category is for the fair and equal
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treatment of all individuals, which is why this liberal position is also sometimes described as
‘egalitarian liberalism’ (Burtonwood 2002).

A more contemporary example of a writer who reflects a light conception of common
education is Meira Levinson. Levinson (1999) states her vision of common education as a
state-regulated liberal education based on the core liberal value of autonomy. Indeed, all
education in a liberal society should be, above all else, autonomy-promoting education for the
very existence of liberalism is dependent on the ongoing pursuit of liberal educational goals
(p. 5). It is on this basis that the state in liberal Western democracies must require children to
receive an appropriate autonomy-based education which is detached from their family and
immediate community. This is a basic matter ofjustice for children, equivalent to adults’
right to freedom of speech or association. Levinson sees the ultimate aim of her liberal,
common education to be:
to teach children the skills, habits, knowledge, and dispositions for them to be thoughtful,
mature, self-assured individuals who map their path in the world with care and confidence,
take responsibility for their actions, fulfil their duties as citizens, question themselves and
others when appropriate, listen to and learn from others, and ultimately to lead their lives
with dignity, integrity, and self-respect. (Levinson 1999, p. 164)

This requires enormous state-regulation and giving primacy to liberal educational ideals on
the one hand but a disinterested position on competing comprehensive goods on the other.
Religiously affiliated schools in the USA are therefore incapable of providing a common,
liberal education as ‘schools should not reflect fundamental or socially divisive conceptions
of the good.’ (p. 1 57). Such schools would ‘violate the liberal educative aims of
commonality, autonomy and citizenship.’ (p. 158). Strangely, Levinson argues that there are
some occasions when religious schooling is not antithetical to liberal education, for example
when it is not contentious in the wider society (she offers England as an example, before the
establishment of Muslim schools), but this seems inconsistent, if not downright prejudiced.
Religions by their nature make truth claims and even liberal religious traditions are in the
business of faith formation; a religiously-affiliated school will by its nature attempt to
articulate a vision of education based on a distinct view of human flourishing. In any plural
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context the divisiveness of the truth-claims made by the school may need to be mitigated in
some way, but this does not mean that they do not exist.

In effect she argues for common schooling. Even though she concedes that there may be
some groups who wish to fund their own schools, and that such an option should exist, the
amount of influence which any group or community could have over the curriculum or values
of a school would be so minimal that there would be ‘little incentive’ to do so (p. 145). In
other words while private ownership of schools by religious groups or others is not ruled out,
and she denies that a common liberal education would lead to uniformity in education, she
also admits that in practice there would ‘be little if anything to distinguish private schools
from state schools - which is exactly the way it should be.’ (p. 145)

While Levinson clearly desires state-regulated common schools through which her liberal
education is delivered she acknowledges that they are unenforceable (p. 146). Some parents,
particularly wealthy ones, will always be able to buy their children out of a common school
system by funding a private education. Her response to this is two-fold, to highly regulate the
education offered in all schools so that there is in reality little difference between a common
and private school and second, to use a voucher system to allow a limited amount of school
choice for all families.

It should be added that Levinson is not blind to the challenges of plurality, parental rights and
the importance of community raised by writers in recent times. It is even possible that
Levinson would object to being placed so close to Dewey at the light end of our continuum
on the grounds that she agrees about the need for developing in children ‘cultural coherence’
(see Levinson 1999, p. 31) and the need for embedding them within norms and social forms
of a particular culture in order that they are not swamped by infinite choices, but Burtt (2003)
suggests that this is no more than an inconsistency in Levinson’s argument. Burtt suggests
that Levinson's talk of the need for embedding children within a strong culture is at odds with
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her otherwise ‘light’ conception of common education. She may say she favours community
influences in schools, but she backs away from religiously affiliated schooling.

Heavier Conceptions of Common Education
Moving towards the heavier conceptions of common education we find the work of Eamonn
Callan and William Feinberg. These exponents of a heavier liberalism recognise difficulties
with the light position in achieving broad agreement about common education. Callan (1997)
points to the ‘loss of faith’ in common schools in America and the shortcomings of John
Dewey’s vision of common schools as the ‘route to democratic salvation’; he considers the
‘light’ conception of common education associated with Mann and Dewey to be a
‘minimalist common education’ (p. 170) and identifies weaknesses in this approach:

First, ‘Once common schools are dedicated to nothing more than the minimalist conception,
they will inevitably be unacceptable to the adherents of separate education and uninspiring to
those of us who once looked to the common school with strong social hopes’ (p. 170). These
are criticisms which were also made by Mann’s contemporaries such as Orestes Brownson
who remonstrated against the bland, mild education offered by Mann as ‘Christianity ending
in nothingness’ and said his schools were places where ‘much was to be taught in general, but
nothing in particular’ (Brownson 1839 quoted in Totterdell 2005, p. 169). If this was the
result of a non-denominational Christian education then the wider the diversity of religions or
world-views becomes the more difficulties that emerge, which leads Callan (1997) to his
second point that, ‘The more diverse the society is, the lower the common denominator will
necessarily become.’ (p. 170). Indeed, as the common denominator becomes lower it results
in an incomplete and distorted education because, ‘we rightly have much more elaborate
convictions about what is worth teaching our children than the lowest common denominator
can possibly include.’ (p. 170)
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Against a minimalist common education the communitarian argument looks attractive, so
defenders of a heavier approach must be able to critique a separatist view, as well as
providing a coherent vision of a morally credible common education. Let us take each in turn.

A Critique of Communitarianism
First, in critiquing communitarianism Feinberg argues for the need for state rights to trump
those of parental or religious rights based on the need for liberal societies to sustain
themselves through the creation of liberal citizens. There is an acknowledgement that this is
an impostion of one view on others, but it is an unapologetic approach based on the
assumption that without it the very fabric of the liberal society would begin to fragment.
Thus, order would be replaced with confusion. In addition Feinberg (1998) criticises the
communitarian view in a number of ways. To begin with it rests on idealised views of past
traditions, particularly of classical Greece and the medieval church. Second, it is blind to the
reality of plurality and the fact that in modern society people work, socialise and live with
others who come from a variety of traditions and who hold many conflicting beliefs, which in
turn causes them to hold their beliefs in a more tentative way. Feinberg (1998, p. 103) notes
that MacIntyre ‘treats this as if it were some kind of flaw’. Third, the communitarian
perspective suggests an equality between competing traditions, but this is something which
their members are unlikely to acknowledge. Most traditions define themselves by their
unique claims which are superior to the truths of any other tradition. Fourth, in criticising
liberalism MacIntyre says it is one tradition among others, and an inadequate one at that, for
it is nonrational and lacks a substantive comprehensive vision of the good. However,
Feinberg (1998) wonders on what basis MacIntyre makes these judgements. In doing so it
would seem that MacIntyre is suggesting that traditions can be ‘legitimately criticized from
some external standpoint, through some general conception of how traditions are supposed to
work and what distinguishes richer from poorer traditions.’ (p. 105). This would seem to
undermine his own argument. Fifthly, the idea that tradition-based education can encourage
tolerance is dubious because it is only likely for a community member to be tolerant of a
member of another tradition if ‘that member holds her values in a certain way, believing, for
example, that they need not be applicable to every member of every community.' (p. 109).
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The only way to guarantee respect between members of all communities would be to appeal
to a universal principle of some kind, but this would be impossible from a communitarian
perspective. Fundamentally, Feinberg believes, communitarianism is based on an overly
strict view of incommensurability, the idea that traditions are distinct and moral values are
confined within them, and fails to see ways in which tradition, morality and community is
‘open and more porous’ (p. 115) than communitarians suggest. Flis view is that a common
education must appeal to common principles which arise out of a national identity:
The obligations we have as members of a national community transcend our liking and
disliking for one another and require us to recognize our common membership at certain
moments andfor certain ends. (Feinberg 1998, p. 118)

Of course this argument must somehow address the multiculturalist critique of liberal
political cultures in nation-states as dominant and discriminating against minority cultures,
and Feinberg attempts to do so. He argues for a culturally sensitive common education which
sees national identity as an evolving concept and a site of construction. The development of
a common identity emerges from participating in the creation of the story about national
identity and in an evaluation of the past. In this way, children can see themselves as citizens
who relate to others through multiple webs of meaning. But what is more important than any
one identity is ‘the principles of fairness and justice’ (Feinberg 1998, p. 235) employed in
this process of identity construction.

An Argument for a Morally Credible Common Education
Turning to the second task let us draw on the work of Eamon Callan who attempts to provide
an argument for a morally credible common education.

Firstly, it must set aside a desire to achieve unanimous support and be based on ‘reasonable
pluralism’ based on ‘equal respect’ (Callan 1997, p. 174); the goal is the ‘reasonable citizen’
(p. 177). He employs the Rawlsian notion of‘burdens of judgement' to flesh this out: We
must come to acknowledge that others adhere to values at odds with our own but, using
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public reason, it is possible to come to devise rules of coexistence based on justice. This
virtue of ‘justice as reasonableness’ is a common pursuit and requires people to act together
and to have opportunities where they can be in settings to pursue the ‘exercise of
reasonableness’(p. 175):
The growth of reasonableness requires at some stage that reciprocity be practised in
dialogical contexts that straddle our social cleavages. Call this the dialogical task of
common education. (Callan 1997, p. 177)

This is where Callan makes the connection between common education and common schools.
His main argument then for common education to be in common schools is: ‘The common
school is an obvious way of creating the necessary context for that task prior to assuming the
duties of citizen’ (p. 177) although he concedes it may take place between separate schools.
All he states is that within common schools is ‘preferred’ (p. 177)

This reasoning is built on his observation that:
/( de jure common school may be a de facto separate school if the absence of differentiating
criteria in admission requirements coincides with a pedagogy and ethos that are
contemptuous ofparticular groups. Conversely, a de jure separate school may grow more
like a de facto common school as it relaxes doctrinal or other selective criteria of admission
and develops a pedagogy and ethos that are no longer appropriate only to the social group
for whom that school was originally intended. (Callan 1997, p. 164)

In other words:
The difference between common and separate schools has to do with institutional ethos and
what is taught to whom. (Callan 1997, p. 165)

So it would seem that common education is a continuum, from common to separate, and
schools can be placed on that continuum, but possessing the label ‘common school’ or
'separate school' is not always the best indication of where they will appear. Indeed Callan
(1997) goes so far to say that:
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The success of common education in a diverse society does not necessarily require common
schooling (yt. 165)
And
Common schools might even become the vehicle of separate education while retaining an
overarching commitment to common education, (p. 165)

So what is most important is the success of common education', the issue of common or
separate schools is secondary (p. 166). And, secondly, in a plural state, Callan (1997) argues
that the legitimacy of both common education and at least certain kinds of separate education
must be accepted on the following criteria:
Common education ‘follows from the need to secure a sufficiently coherent and decent
political culture and the prerequisites of a social order.’ (p. 166). Separate education ‘follows
from the need to respect many different convictions and ways of life that flourish under
pluralism and the divergent educational aspirations that flow from these.’ (p. 166)

Ultimately he argues for common education in common schools while acknowledging that
there may be some reasons for some forms of separate schooling. Interestingly, he describes
Catholic schools of the USA as ‘quasi-common schools’, but he believes that their view of
common education is so liberal that they undermine their own argument for separateness and
they may as well join the common school cause, indeed they may actually alienate
themselves from their own support base by pursuing an overly inclusive line (p. 179).

Callan acknowledges the challenge to common education from parental rights to educational
choice but he finds it unconvincing. Parental claims for separate schooling he believes
should be denied on two grounds: First, those who want a separate school which is also
inclusive and in harmony with the public culture of a pluralistic society can find what they
want in common schools, or near enough. Second, we have reason to doubt the ability of
those who want a form of schooling at odds with a pluralist culture to maintain the
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educational rights of the child (p. 188). Still he acknowledges that separate schools might be
reasonably allowed on the basis of ‘the ideal of tolerance’ (p. 189).

To be successful common schools must be built on trust (Callan 1997, p. 193) and have a
vision of common education which is distinct. What Callan wants is a kind of benign
patriotism to common schools which might be organized around "curricular emphasis,
pedagogical styles, organizational traditions’ (p. 194). The difficulty here is that these
schools may not inspire true commitment to a shared approach for they are not built around a
substantial vision of education or community but Callan suggests that common schools can
have a cohesive educational vision of "shared missions within diverse provision’. This shared
mission emerges from ‘the dialogical task of common education.’ (p. 195).

In defining his particular notion of dialogical education he sets it apart from some others that
he considers are unfit for the task, these are a ‘care' approach (Noddings 1996) and a
‘confrontational’ approach (Mill 1991). Instead he opts fora dialogical education which is
confrontational (this is inevitable because truth is at stake) but which is tempered by
Rawlsian reasonableness and so saves opponents from falling into belligerent, entrenched
positions which would merely obstruct any kind of conciliation (Callan 1997, p. 211) . For
Rawls the purpose of public reason is to provide a language and set of values (based on
justice) which allow individuals and groups with both complimentary and competing
"comprehensive doctrines’ (Rawls 1999) to come to agreed decisions about political
existence which "they can reasonably endorse as morally acceptable.’ (Callan 1997, p. 214).
So for Callan, the dialogical task of common education is primarily about ‘teaching future
citizens what they need to participate competently in public reason.’ (p. 215). This is not an
‘anything goes' approach or the treatment as all views as equally valid. He gives an example
(p. 219) of a teacher who hears all views on a controversial issue, even misinformed and
prejudiced ones, but who does not challenge them for fear of being partisan and of their view
dominating the debate, but for Callan unreason and domination should be confronted. In the
event that truths conflict, the teacher cannot be a neutral chair; he or she must challenge
prejudice, ignorance and domination in various arguments and must help students towards
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making a decision based on investigation of empirical evidence, conceptual analysis and so
on.

It is possible to comment on some weaknesses with Callan’s dialogical education. Firstly, his
comment on resolving truth claims in class is interesting but it is only suggestive of an
approach which requires much more elaboration in terms of pedagogy. In this regard his
outline of dialogical education is limited; he needs to say much more about how it would
work in practice.

Secondly, Callan (1997, p. 219) acknowledges Macedo’s point that only ‘the most
extraordinary high school seniors’ would be capable of this subtle form of dialogical
engagement, but does not offer a convincing response. Indeed, comments Callan makes
elsewhere on the need for students to be a certain age before being able for dialogical
reflection (1997, p. 178) concur with Macedo’s claim.

Thirdly, the dangers of dialogical education are plentiful. Callan himself speaks of the
potential for causing students ‘moral distress’ (1997, p. 200) as a result of dialogical
engagement.

Despite these criticisms, Callan provides an appealing vision of a dialogic common
education, though it clearly weakens the egalitarian liberal argument for common schools; by
opening the door to separate schools he struggles to sustain a convincing argument for
common schools. His argument that the right to separate schools does not count if the
common school is already doing something similar seems weak to say the least. Surely, too,
this can be turned on its head in many European contexts - why provide secular common
schooling when quasi-common religious schools provide a very adequate form of common
education, and which also provide Callan’s much prized community ethos? Not only that, he
admits to the importance of parental rights in securing separate education yet, by his own
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admission, his arguments for maintaining common schools place significant limits on the
rights of parents who desire separate schools.

Heavy Conceptions of Common Education
At this end of the continuum of conceptions of common education we are at the margins of
liberalism; in some places those who adopt this position are described as ‘diversity liberals’
(Burtonwood 2002). Kenneth Strike, for example, attempts to place his argument in a space
between liberalism and communitarianism (Strike 2000b), for he finds both inadequate and
yet both appealing. In trying to bring the two positions closer he draws out values from each
which would often be regarded as the preserve of the other. From Rawls he draws out the
importance of community and from communitarians the possibility for shared inter
community values. In other words he desires a form of liberalism which is rooted but not
partisan and, like Callan and others, he sees the concept of citizenship as helpful in this
approach. Fellow citizens are ‘people with whom we are connected as members of a
common polity with whom we must engage in dialogue in order to make mutually
satisfactory arrangements for our common good.’ (Strike 2000b, p. 138)

Also like Callan, he sees the ‘light’ conception of common education based on liberal values
of autonomy and justice as inadequate. A ‘justice minimalist’ does not make a good citizen:
‘A justice minimalist is someone who will do his or her duty as justice requires, but who will
do nothing more.’ (2000b, p. 138). In a society that deals with differences on a contractual
level it is very difficult to develop a sense of community in shared schools. Not only that but
the social interactions there will lack the sentiments of sympathy or empathy. Yet, he
believes that Callan and other ‘heavier’ liberals do not go far enough in addressing the need
for community building, nor in drawing on existing communities. The liberal aversion to
separate schools is built on fear that, in most cases, is unfounded for these various groups
(religious or otherwise) generally possess what is required of any good citizen, a concern for
the ‘other’. This in itself, Strike believes, can be a key to developing a form of common
education that develops a sense of shared fate based on an ethic of the stranger:
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When people are able to see one another as fellow citizens with whom they need to work out
a common fate, when they see the common humanity in the stranger and respond with
kindness and decency, they may be able to achieve a kind of dialogue in which they explore
their own traditions in order to discover and allow to emerge the more generous strains that
sustain the commons. The reciprocity required by the dialogue among citizens runs on a
sense ofshared responsibility, empathy and sympathy with those who share the common fate
of all human beings, decency and kindness. (2000b, p. 140)

Strike’s contention is that this sense of shared/common goods need not be based on liberal
values or on a multicultural ‘celebration of difference’ but on the values of individual
communities, many of which he believes possess their own ethic of the stranger. He gives
the example of the story of the Good Samaritan in which Jesus shows that ‘a universal ising
strain of the religion of his community trumps more particularistic obligations.’ (p. 140)

In relation to schools and education Strike (2000b) is not a supporter of common education in
common schools. He shares with MacIntyre and McLaughlin the view that schools need to
be committed to some shared vision of a good education if they are to have a viable school
community and in turn this must be based at least partially on a comprehensive doctrine. He
argues for a mixture of community-based common schools and separate schools, including
religiously affiliated schools, all of which promote a sense of belonging yet encourage
dialogue within and between schools based on sentiments of empathy and sympathy which
arise out of their own community tradition’s ethic of the stranger. He suggests three types:
Schools as congregations (2000b, p. 143), elsewhere he refers to these as ‘comprehensive
doctrine schools’ (2000a, p. 637); Schools as participatory democracies (2000b, p.143),
elsewhere he refers to these as ‘deliberative democracy schools’ (2000a, p. 638); and schools
as communities of inquiry (2000b, p. 143), elsewhere he refers to these as ‘life of the mind
schools' (2000a, p. 638).
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Schools as Congregations/Comprehensive Doctrine Schools.
These are schools ‘built around a conception of education rooted in some (not necessarily
religious) vision of human flourishing’ (2000b, p. 143) and are Strike’s preferred school type
because they provide a necessary evaluative framework for children as well as training in the
virtues (2000a, p. 181). Further, while they are separate schools based on constitutive values
the ‘bads’ of communities such as limited autonomy, intolerance and infringement of liberal
neutrality need not necessarily follow to the extent that liberals generally suggest (Strike
1999). On autonomy Strike suggests that rather than limit autonomy comprehensive doctrine
schools actually help to cultivate it. They do not isolate children nor impose a way of life
upon them. In general, comprehensive doctrine schools are voluntary associations (2003, p.
178), are not mono-cultures (or need not be) (2003, p. 179) and the children who attend them
are not far-removed from the larger culture of society which exposes them to plural
perspectives (2003, p. 179). To defend this position he also attempts to show that religion
itself is not inimical to autonomy (2000a) by arguing that in most cases it is no longer for
most people a wholly comprehensive doctrine. In the modern world he says religions do not
infiltrate all aspects of believers’ lives:
They [religions] do not inform us in any great details as to our occupations, hobbies, places
to live, whom or whether we should marry, or about many preferences that constitute the
good of our lives... At most they provide vague and pliable criteria forjudging such things
and rules for conduct in rather narrow areas. (2000a, p.632).

In relation to tolerance he acknowledges that a school based upon a comprehensive doctrine
cannot meet the standards of liberal inclusiveness, however, he argues that it can aim for
‘substantive inclusiveness’ (Strike 1999, p. 54), that is, a form of inclusiveness which allows
for discrimination within a narrow boundary on the basis of the school's constitutive values.
Thus religious schools could discriminate on the basis of faith, however on all other values
they would be inclusive.

On the question of neutrality Strike (1999) distinguishes between liberal neutrality and value
neutrality and notes that when Rawls insists that the state must be neutral between
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conceptions of the good he is not saying that all visions of the good are equally praiseworthy,
instead ‘the point is that one person’s judgement about what is good is not binding on the
choices of those who disagree’ (1999, p. 53). In this way the state should not impose a value
neutrality (which according to the communitarian view is impossible anyway) but seek to set
the conditions for communities to flourish alongside one another while at the same time
maintaining a liberal neutrality towards the different conceptions of the good represented by
the different communities, or in this case schools.

In this way Strike attempts to meet the criticisms of those opposed to separate forms of
education, yet he acknowledges that the potential negatives of comprehensive doctrine
schools still exist and these negatives must be acknowledged and attended to in order to
mitigate against their effects. One further suggestion he has in this regard is for schools
based on comprehensive goods to emphasise those aspects of their doctrines which can be
detached from their constitutive values and can be ‘incorporated into diverse visions of the
good life.’ (1999, p. 67). He provides the example of a Catholic education that emphasises
the humanistic aspects of its doctrine. In this way it can tend toward a ‘thick but vague’
conception of community.

Schools as Participatory Democracies/Deliberative Democracy Schools
While Strike shows a preference for comprehensive doctrine schools, he wants to suggest
other forms of education which are more or less common, so more inclusive than
comprehensive doctrine schools, yet can also produce some of the goods associated with
community-based education. The first of these he calls deliberative democracy schools.
These are schools which emphasise ‘participatory decision-making and the cultivation of
such goods of democratic participation such as civic friendship.’ (2000b, p. 143). Of course
to be fully inclusive and have a strong community is paradoxical but if that community is
based on the goods associated with democracy such as ‘inclusion, participation, reciprocity,
dialogue and consensus among community members’ (Strike 2000a, p.638) then this may be
a form of common education which satisfies elements of both liberal and communitarian
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demands. But Strike notes that this form of education is generally based on a particular view
of democracy, one which he calls a ‘thick’ view of democracy, and that promotes certain
values such as the public discussion of issues and the development of democratic character.
These are values which may be exclusive and objectionable to others. People who hold
strong religious beliefs, for example, may want to keep these private or may disagree that the
best way to arrive at every decision is through a democratic process. They may be more
comfortable with a ‘thin’ view of democracy whereby they participate in a process of
democratic decision making on some occasions (such as election time) but adopt a religious
set of values at other times and for other decisions. Unfortunately an education based on
such a thin view of democracy is unlikely to provide the ‘glue’ to hold people together in a
meaningful way and provide a shared educational vision of the good. Aware of this dilemma
Strike believes that the best a deliberative democracy school can do is to be aware of the
varying attitudes to democracy on the thick-thin continuum and to aim towards being in the
middle of the continuum where the conception of community is ‘thick but vague’ (Strike
1999, p.63)

Schools as Communities of Inquiry/'Life of the Mind' Schools
‘Tife of the mind’ schools are the third form of common education which Strike suggests,
although as with deliberative democracy education it is not entirely inclusive nor value
neutral, rather it emphasises ‘the mastery of academic disciplines and the realisation of the
goods associated with the life of the mind.’ (Strike 2000b, p. 143). This is a form of
education close to MacIntyre’s virtue centred schools as depicted by Vokey (2003) in which
the school is ‘a union of academic and artistic guilds' (Strike 2000a, p. 638), students are
viewed as apprentices to academic practices and the motivation for learning is ‘to achieve the
goods internal to practices and the values associated with the life of the mind.' (Strike 2000a,
p. 639). But how is this different from a common education offered in common schools? In
Strike’s view a typical state school in a liberal democratic society attempts to be neutral about
conceptions of a good education and a good life and so learning is valued for private reasons.
As a result, ‘possessive individualism may be the default comprehensive doctrine’ (2000a, p.
636) and ‘those intellectual practices that may serve to develop those goods associated with
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the life of the mind will be valued for instrumental purposes.’ (2000a, p. 636). By contrast,
life of the mind schools expect that parents surrender the academic care of their child to the
school where they will be inducted into a broad range of disciplines and aim for mastery of
these. A sense of community comes out of attachment to and participation in various
communities of practice (such as maths, sciences, literature and so on) and the resulting
feelings of membership and belonging. When looked at in a certain way it is difficult not to
read this as an argument for academic selection, but he attempts a more sophisticated
argument which situates the aims of a liberal education within a vision of human flourishing.

Strike notes that the three categories set out above are ideal types. Interestingly, in one article
(Strike 1999) he provides a more concrete example of an education which emphasises
community ideals in common schools. This is an approach which mixes the ideas above in
one establishment. In this view a common school would be divided into academic houses
and different programs would be offered to different houses, with each house being based
upon different constitutive values such as ‘life of the mind’, democracy or care. Teachers
and students would be able to ‘free associate’ with these houses. In this way it is possible to
build constitutive values which are thick but vague into common schools thus avoiding the
need for the privatisation of schooling.

One obvious point which comes to mind in relation to Strike’s proposals is that his ideas are
based on the assumption that different communities possess an ethic of the stranger. What
about communities which don’t? This is a significant criticism and Strike admits freely that
not all communities possess such an ethic. But it actually serves to draw attention to a
fundamental point in Strike’s work, that when deciding whether forms of common education
or separate education is best it is not possible to say conclusively one or other for it is
dependent on the values and traditions on which each is based (2000a; 2000b). In other
words, a community or tradition which is bereft of an ethic of the stranger would, in Strike’s
view, be an unsuitable basis for an education. In this way he challenges the existence of
liberal common schools based on an ‘instrumental liberalism’ (2000b. p. 142) as well as
separate fundamentalist education which has no concern for others.
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In many ways Strike provides a fascinating and at times very convincing response to many of
the challenges raised regarding common education but it is important that we don’t accept his
views uncritically, and as well as some of the points made above, there are a number of other
criticisms of Strike which should be mentioned.

Firstly, regarding his view of substantive inclusiveness which services his argument on
tolerance. The example he gives is that discrimination could occur on the basis of faith but
nothing else, but this requires a distinction between core dogma and peripheral or nonessential elements of faith; a distinction which religious believers may struggle to define.
The obvious example in this regard is the teaching of homosexuality and the treatment of gay
young people in a Catholic school. Is the Catholic teaching on homosexuality a core dogma
or a non-essential? It is reasonable to say that there is not comprehensive agreement on that
matter.

Secondly is his view of the role of religion which services his argument about religion and
autonomy (2000, p. 631 f). Not only does his suggestion that religion doesn’t really count in
the decision-making of believers seem deeply naive it is also contradictory for his overall
argument. If religion is as secularised as he suggests and is of such limited significance in the
life of a believer then it is doubtful if it could constitute the ‘thick’ form of community which
he sees as the significant benefit of comprehensive doctrine schools.

Thirdly, his view on neutrality - it leads to the question of where the state draws the line
between being neutral (in Strike’s terms) and asserting the value of justice as a shared
discourse, which if overstated may become a comprehensive good in itself (as critics may
suggest).
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Fourthly, his view of thick but vague communities in common schools requires further
explication. In some ways it would seem to be an argument for separate education in
common schools. Is this the case? What would be shared, if anything at all? This is not clear.
Would he be happy with the principle of‘whatever can be shared should be shared’?

Finally, on ‘life of mind’ schools Strike’s view is very similar to MacIntyre’s but Strike does
not place the same emphasis upon the goal of human flourishing which underlies the
educational practices. This is something which MacIntyre is quite clear on. Without it we
are left with a notion of educational aims which are insubstantial and vague.

A Typology of Liberal Views of Common Education
Having climbed the mountain we may now take in the panorama. What we can see is a
spectrum of liberal views from ‘light’ to ‘heavy’, much as expected, but it has also revealed a
range of issues which are crucial in the debates. These are autonomy, state control, parental
choice, community, educational aims and religious influence. It may be possible to relate
these to each other in a way which would provide a typology of liberal views on common
education. The danger is that it boxes individuals into particular positions but if it is
understood as a basic map of the parameters of liberal views on education it may be of value
for charting how various scholars relate to each other on these key issues.
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Can The Challenges Be Answered?
To conclude this chapter let us remind ourselves of the three challenges to common education
outlined in the previous chapter in order to assess the extent to which the various conceptions
of common education meet them. They are: the challenge of plurality, the myth of
objectivity and the challenge of parental, religious and group rights. From what we have
discussed above it would seem that Dewey’s ‘light’ conception of common education
struggles to address any of the challenges in a satisfactory way. It attempts to downplay
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plurality, displace parental and religious rights with the value of autonomy and assume a
privileged and ‘objective’ position based on a modernist ideological view.

Proponents of a ‘heavier’ conception of common education are more sensitive to the
challenges mentioned and have made significant attempts to address them through modifying
the traditional liberal position. As we have seen, Callan acknowledges the plural challenge
and the need to move beyond a minimalist approach to common education where ‘one size
fits all’. A preference for common education in common schools is still typical of the heavier
approach. This is based on the need to maintain a priority for state rights over parental and
religious rights in order to sustain liberal democracies through the development of
autonomous citizens. But there is also a recognition of parental and religious rights and an
acceptance by Callan and others that certain forms of separate education must be accepted in
a liberal, tolerant society. The challenge from the myth of objectivity is addressed through
the acknowledgment of liberalism as one ideological view among many (Feinberg 1998, p.
242) but supporters of the ‘heavier’ view of common education still regard it as the best view
and worthy of the power and influence associated with it.

At the ‘heavy’ end of conceptions of common education we see the most significant efforts to
respond to our three challenges, to the extent that they may be regarded as merging into
communitarian approaches. Proponents of the ‘heavy’ view attempt to deal with pluralism,
parental and religious rights and the myth of objectivity in a range of ways. They do not see
liberalism as having a natural birth-right to provide a common education through common
schools, indeed some, like Strike, show a preference for separate forms of education in
separate schools and in separate academic houses in common schools. There is a desire for
the goods of community to be an integral part of education even if that means some
compromise on liberal autonomy and a turn to the ‘other’. Religion and religious views are
not excluded from education but those aspects of religion which emphasise common
humanistic aspects (such as an ethic of the stranger) are to be emphasised.
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It would seem that, despite the significant challenges to common education, it is still possible
to state that common education is possible if we understand it in terms of‘heavier’ and
‘heavy’ conceptions of common education. But to what extent is it possible and what
difficulties remain? The heavier conceptions of common education become the more likely
they are to meet our three challenges, but at what point does a heavy conception of common
education actually cease to be common? For example does Strike go too far in his emphasis
on parental and religious rights to the point where he no longer satisfies liberal demands for
autonomy? And does he go so far in accommodating plurality that he actually fails to meet
the basic criteria for a common education such as the need for dialogical engagement among
those with differing conceptions of‘the good'?

Conclusion
At this point we may not have reached a final conclusion to our discussion around common
education, but having considered a wide range of perspectives and having provided a
geography of the conceptual landscape, it is suggested that heavy and heavier conceptions of
liberalism have the potential to offer flexible and inclusive approaches to the management of
education systems in liberal democracies. It would be unhelpful and limiting to go further
and identify one specific writer as providing all of the answers but, in general, we have
discovered an approach to common education that goes beyond common schooling and
accordingly draws attention to common education as engagement in a discursive, dialogical
community rather than merely being present in a location that plays host to plural identities.
In this way we are drawn to understand common education at the level of interaction and
social processes; it involves sharing and collaboration at the level of pupil discourse and
teacher interaction; it requires deliberation and negotiation of curricula and aims at wholeschool level; it shows a preference for the development of critical citizens; and it gives
respect and effort to cultivating respect, equality and justice for communities and traditions.

Understood in this way the concept of common education also becomes a worthwhile lens
through which to analyse processes of sharing and collaboration across separate schools and

67

Chapter 4

not just dialogical discourse within common schools. Indeed, for this reason, empirical
research on sharing and collaboration in a site such as Northern Ireland, where examples of
separating and unifying forces in education are at play in very explicit ways, can be informed
by the concept of common education as outlined above.

With this provisional conclusion it is now time to turn towards the investigation of a
particular context. The ambition of this thesis is to consider common education from both
theoretical and empirical perspectives and so it is appropriate now to turn our attention
towards the educational context within Northern Ireland. That said, the discussion above will
continue to have relevance; indeed questions around common and separate education are live
and unresolved issues in contemporary political and educational debate in the region. Not
only that, but the context-specific debate will stretch us to consider particular variations of
common education including separate schools with common curricula, integrated schooling
with pupils from different communities studying together and separate schools running
shared classes. It also provides a case study of how education has been used as a tool to
mitigate the potentially divisive outcomes from separate schooling, through ‘mutual
understanding’ and citizenship programmes.
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Chapter Five:

Separation and Sharing in Education in

Northern Ireland

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a focussed literature review that explores themes
and issues on the topic of common education (as outlined in the conclusion to the previous
chapter) within the particular socio-political situation of Northern Ireland. This will provide
an opportunity to explore some of the themes already raised in relation to the sharing of
education within a real context.

The choice of Northern Ireland is a natural one, for it is the context within which I work on a
daily basis, but it was primarily chosen for this study because, in my view, it provides both
particular challenges and interesting opportunities for research on common education.
I want to contend that not only in the present, but also in the history of education in Northern
Ireland there exists an intriguing (if at times perplexing) landscape for investigation on these
themes. As well as the fact of significant separation there have also been sustained initiatives
and experiments in reconciliation, sharing, integration and collaboration in education.

To take this discussion of common education in Northern Ireland further this chapter will
consider relevant literature that has informed the academic discussion of sharing,
reconciliation, integration and collaboration in Northern Ireland. This will require an
historical as well as a contemporary perspective and so my treatment of the literature will be
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generally chronological, from the establishment of the state after Partition in 1920 to the
present. Nonetheless, it is hoped that the chronological arrangement will not obscure the
underlying, and more significant structure, which is to highlight key arguments and
theoretical perspectives in the literature around separate schooling, forms of common
education and educational responses to societal and educational division in Northern Ireland.
To begin, therefore, it is necessary to examine the separation and division that became
embedded in the early years of the education system following Partition and which created a
system of separate schools. Next, relevant literature on how education became an agent of
social change during the period known as the ‘troubles’ will be explored, including
experiments in shared curricula in separate schools and the establishment of a form of
common schooling, namely Integrated Education. Thirdly, a survey of how this
transformational aspect of education has changed since the Good Friday Agreement will be
undertaken. It is considered that, since this political watershed, there have been major
changes in education - most significantly an attempt to enhance elements of common
education within a system dominated by separate schools through the mainstreaming of
reconciliation, sharing and collaboration. This has been done through new curriculum
subjects, new education policies and a number of non-government initiatives in inter-school
sharing and collaboration. Characteristics of this move towards forms of common education
through mainstreaming of education as an agent of change will be explored as well as some
of the counter arguments that have challenged its underlying assumptions. To conclude, a
number of key questions and significant issues arising from the survey of literature will be
identified that can be taken forward by this thesis.

Separation and Division
Students of the history of education in Northern Ireland are well-served by a number of key
texts by Akenson (1970; 1973) barren (1985; 1995), McGrath (2000), Titley (1983) and
Dunn (1993) which provide a coherent and relatively consistent overview of the educational
landscape in Northern Ireland during the twentieth century. These key texts are also
frequently drawn upon by others who wish to provide some historical context to an article on
education in Northern Ireland (for example: Armstrong 2009; Ellis 1992; Richardson 2008;
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Smith 2001). Reading these accounts it is possible to note several key points that are pertinent
to this study in particular. Firstly, they draw attention to the enormous influence of the
churches in the shaping of educational provision in the region. Secondly, the topics of
religious education, representation of clergy on boards of management and funding dominate
the accounts because they were so central to many of the decisions made around education,
from teacher appointments to the timetable of the school day. Thirdly, they characterise the
education policy of the fledgling state as erratic and, at times, chaotic in its first thirty years.
Between 1923 and 1947 the policy of the state lurched from legislating for joint (religiously
mixed) schools in the 1923 Education Act to institutionalising separation in the 1930 Act by
the effective exclusion of Catholic teachers from state Controlled schools and then to a
strategy of supporting and managing division in more ‘moderate’ terms after the introduction
of a conscience clause in 1947.

Akenson (1973) notes that, after the foundation of the state of Northern Ireland, quick
decisions and planning had to take place to ensure the provision of an adequate education
system for young people. Education was, by and large, managed by church authorities but the
new government of Northern Ireland wanted the churches to transfer their schools to local
authorities which would manage and finance them from that point onwards. Alongside the
transfer of powers would come, it was hoped, mixed schooling which excluded the teaching
of denominational religious education. These ideals were enshrined in the 1923 education Act
of Northern Ireland. The architect of the Act, Lord Londonderry, influenced by the English
model of national schools, chose to ignore the recommendations of the Lynn committee
which was set up in 1921 to formulate a possible way forward for education. The committee
suggested that religious instruction should not be compulsory, but teachers should be required
to teach it if schools and churches reached agreement locally as to what should be taught. The
content would be largely ‘simple Bible instruction’, but could also include elements which
were denominational in nature. Akenson (1973) describes the Lynn committee’s
recommendations as “ambiguous and thoroughly confusing." Instead, what Londonderry
attempted, was to ring-fence denominational religious education and to introduce nondenominational moral education, which was not allowed to include the reading from the
Bible. Opportunities for denominational catechetical instruction were not to be excluded from
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the school but were to be an additional optional element - the clergy could have access to
children in schools for the purposes of religious instruction, but it was to be done outside the
hours of compulsory attendance (Farren 1985).

The reaction of the churches to the 1923 Act was unambiguous - it was unacceptable The
Catholic church from the outset had stated its refusal to countenance change. In reply to an
invitation to participate in the Lynn committee it said "we wish to reassert the great
fundamental principle that the only satisfactory system of education for Catholics is one
wherein Catholic children are taught in Catholic schools by Catholic teachers under Catholic
auspices." (quoted in Akenson 1973, p52). Hence, they withdrew from contact with the
Ministry of Education and refused to cooperate (McGrath 2000, p.15).

The Protestant churches along with the Orange Order bonded together in common cause to
form the United Education Committee and to protest at a Bill which they felt was against the
wishes of the churches and the protestant population at large.

The United Education Committee lobbied vociferously and was also able to exploit the
vulnerability of the Stormont government in 1925 as the country waited for the publication of
the Boundary Commission. In a bid to maintain a united Unionist front it was essential that
the Prime Minister, James Craig, kept the support of the Protestant churches and so agreed on
7 March 1925 to an amendment to the 1923 Act. The result was something similar to what
the Lynn committee had previously recommended and included a programme of‘simple
Bible instruction’ which teachers would be obliged to teach. The material, however, was to
be non-denominational and not include specific doctrinal instruction.

Gallagher notes that from this point onwards schooling in Northern Ireland becomes
denominationalised (Gallagher 2004, p. 112). While Smith (2001) uses the phrase
‘segregated’, possibly for the reason that between 1930 and 1947 the state operated a policy
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of deliberate separating out of teachers by religion, the education system was never
segregated in an official way at the level of pupil populations. The practice of discrimination
against Catholic teachers occurred when Protestant churches transferred large numbers of
schools to state control (henceforth known as ‘Controlled schools’) under certain guarantees.
These guarantees, contained in the 1930 Education Act, were that Bible instruction would be
part of the Primary school curriculum in transferred schools and that all teachers in
Controlled schools would be expected to deliver the Bible instruction. This effectively
excluded Catholic teachers who were forbidden by the church authorities from reading and
interpreting the Bible for themselves. In addition, it was agreed that churches who
transferred their schools would have a permanent representation on the schools’ management
committees.

This discrimination was rightly recognised as such in 1947 when the Northern Ireland
government published a White paper in December 1944, Educational Reconstruction in
Northern Ireland. Among its recommendations was the insertion of a conscience clause, as it
was felt teachers could not be forced to give bible instruction against their will. This was
given further weight by a decision of the attorney general, J.C. MacDermott who ruled that
on this matter the 1930 Act was illegal as it was contrary to the Government of Ireland Act,
1920. Despite protests from the United Education Committee the conscience clause received
royal assent in the Education Bill of 1947, although when the Unionist education minister,
Samuel Hall-Thompson, who had overseen the introduction of the Bill subsequently
attempted to have national insurance and superannuation contributions paid for Catholic
teachers his Prime Minister, Lord Brookeborough, disagreed and Hall-Thompson lost his job
(PRON1 2007, p. 16).

The strategy of supporting and managing separate schools carried on from 1947 with some
adjustments that sought to address issues of equality along the way. The 1968 Education Act
is a good example of this and is well summarised by Smith:
The 1968 Education Act made further concessions to the churches. The Catholic
authorities accepted the establishment of ‘voluntary maintained' schools... in return
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for 80% capital funding (later raised to 85% and more recently to 100%). The Act
also afforded the Protestant Churches rights to representation in any new schools
built by local authorities. In effect this extended the historical rights of Transferors
beyond the schools they had previously owned to all state Controlled schools. (Smith
2001)
In many ways this was a deal that was evidence of improving relations between the state and
the churches on the issue of education. In particular the Unionists welcomed the positive, if
guarded, reception the Bill received from Cardinal Conway (PRONI 2007, p. 22). In their
analysis. Unionists also believed that it brought the Catholic schools closer to the mainstream
and, potentially, closer to an integrated system of education under state control which would
help to address the division within the society:
Captain Terence O ’Neill, the Prime Minister ofNorthern Ireland, speaking on community
relations said that ‘a major cause of division (in Northern Ireland) arises from segregation of
education'. (PRONI 2007, p. 23)

1968, however, was a year of increasing sectarian tension which erupted onto the streets of
Northern Ireland in destructive riots and attacks and which led to a massive increase in
religious segregation in housing and many other areas in society which effectively halted any
further progress towards a shared education system. That said, the belief in some quarters
that the separate education system reproduced division in the society that, in turn, had a
negative impact upon community relations remained and as the conflict between the
communities heightened the desire to address the impacts from educational separation also
increased.

Education as an Agent of Change
The violence that began in 1968 marked the start of the period known as ‘the troubles’, which
would last over thirty years. But, it was also during the troubles that we have several
significant developments which, in different ways, sought to challenge the established forms
of educational separation that some were arguing had negative impacts upon young people
(Darby el al 1977). These initiatives were of two types - on the one hand there were
curricular initiatives that sought to work within the existing structures of separate schools to
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address the ignorance and suspicion that young people in the two communities had of each
other, and which many people felt, intuitively, could lead to stereotyping and sectarianism
(Dunn and Morgan 1999), while on the other hand was the establishment of integrated
schools, a parent-led initiative that attempted to challenge the bi-partheid structures in a
radical way by creating an alternative to the separate system. In some ways it seems odd that
it was during a time of heightened tensions and hardened attitudes that moves towards mutual
understanding and sharing initiatives had their beginnings, but as Richardson notes, many of
those involved were 'unashamedly reconstructionist in their philosophy’ (2011, p. 28) by
which he means that they believed it possible to use education to effect positive substantial
change within the wider society. They were also part of a broader ‘civil society approach’
(Dunn and Morgan 1999, p. 143) that, in the absence of military or political solutions to the
conflict, were adopted by some inside and outside of government to improve equality,
community relations and mutual understanding. McEvoy et al (2006, p. 87) argue that this
was an approach that was ‘unrealistic’ from the outset as it failed to offer an effective critique
of the political and structural issues that were at the heart of the divided society, but it is a
perspective that has persisted in a number of variants to the present time.

Curriculum In itiatives
An inevitable outcome of the years of separate schooling was the difference in content of
certain subjects that reflected the varying interests and bias of each tradition. This was
particularly evident in the teaching of History and Religious Education. Over time a number
of projects were launched that attempted to introduce the skills of dialogue and handling
controversial issues in the classroom as well as those that generated educational resources
containing information on topics of greatest ignorance. An example of the former was the
Schools Cultural Studies Project (SCSP 1978) and of the latter was the Religion in Ireland
Project (Greer and McElhinney 1984). However, as well as addressing the lack of knowledge
between the pupil populations, there was a belief that schools had the potential to develop
more open and tolerant dispositions towards the ‘other’ community in their pupils through
inter-school encounters including discussion around issues of conflict, identity and religious
and cultural differences (Malone 1972; Crone and Malone 1979). This was influenced by the
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contact theory of Gordon Allport (1954) and the view that, where contact between members
of two divided groups meet certain conditions, prejudice can be reduced. What started as
cross-community or curriculum projects soon came to be formalised by the Department of
Education in a range of initiatives, key among them the introduction of the compulsory
educational themes Education for Mutual Understanding (EMU) and Cultural Heritage (CH)
and a shared Religious Education syllabus, all of which were made compulsory in all schools
through the 1989 Education Reform (Nl) Order.

Education for Mutual Understanding and Cultural Heritage
The recently published volume Education for Diversity and Mutual Understanding edited by
Richardson and Gallagher (201 1) provides a comprehensive guide to the development of
curricular and extra-curricular efforts that evolved through the seventies, eighties and nineties
in an effort to ameliorate the worst effects of the separation of pupils according to their
religion. While Education for Mutual Understanding and Cultural Heritage were not
introduced into the curriculum until the early 1990s, Richardson (2011, p.91) notes that there
were almost twenty years of background work that led to their introduction. The term
‘Education for Mutual Understanding’ was unique to Northern Ireland, but Richardson (201 1,
p. 26) is clear that the ideas behind it and the complimentary theme, Cultural Heritage, are
common to many educational programmes in other countries and reflect a desire in many
societies for education to promote human rights, tolerance and intercultural understanding
between different groups. The themes were defined as helping pupils to: ‘live with and
appreciate differences of all kinds... to deal constructively with conflict... affirm the richness
of diversity and the potential to live within a pluralist society in a spirit of mutual acceptance
and respect... to appreciate the shared and distinct characteristics of cultural traditions within
Northern Ireland and further afield...’(CCEA 1997, p. 51)

The themes were statutory in all schools and all teachers were exhorted to develop a ‘culture
of tolerance’ (DENI 1999). Activities around the themes were funded by a range of
government departments, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and charitable
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organisations however the success of the work, over time, was shown to be ‘mixed’ (Leitch
and Kilpatrick, 1999; Smith and Robinson. 1992; Smith and Robinson 1996; ET1 2000).
Richardson (2011, p.331-337) summarises some of the weaknesses including: an
overemphasis upon contact programmes that were often tokenistic due to a ‘superficial or
casual use of the contact strategy’ (p. 335), a lack of leadership from principals and governors
in schools, teachers’ lack of confidence in dealing with controversial issues and the
difficulties of integrating educational themes into a strongly subject-based curriculum.

Religious Education
At the same time that EMU and Cultural Heritage were being introduced to the curriculum a
ground-breaking ecumenical initiative saw the introduction of a new syllabus for Religious
Education which was written and agreed by the main Catholic and Protestant churches in
Ireland. The significance of this Core Syllabus for Religious Education (DENI 1993) should
be evident when we recall the rancour and bitterness around religious education at the time of
Partition (Akenson 1973; Ellis 1992). That said, the motivation for the writing of the syllabus
was diffuse and not simply an exercise in ecumenical leadership. At the very least it was also
to ensure the position of the subject in the curriculum and to provide a bulwark against the
threat of secularism.

The Thatcher government had made it clear that educational reform was at the top of its
agenda and that a radical shake-up, including education in Northern Ireland, was envisaged
(Barnes 1997). There was a challenge to the position of religious education in the curriculum
as it was not intended to be one of the ‘foundation’ or ‘core’ subjects and, as Barnes notes,
‘there was also a perception by clergy and teachers of religious education alike that the
subject was becoming increasingly marginalized in schools and that the proposals for reform
of the school system further advanced this process’ (Barnes 1997).
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As a result of pressure brought to bear on the Department of Education by Protestant
Churches (through the Transferors Representative Council) and the Catholic Church the
Department of Education attempted to allay the churches’ concerns by stating that
‘religious education will retain its central position in the curriculum’ and charged the
four largest Christian Churches in Northern Ireland with the task of devising a new core
syllabus for the subject. While Barnes describes the development as evidence of ‘a
new spirit of co-operation and enterprise’, the conditions under which the collaborative
exercise were reached are not fully known - was it a trade-off? Was it imposed on the
churches by the direct-rule ministers? Was it a proposal that came from the churches? It
is most likely, however, that it was a negotiated deal that suited all parties. The
churches secured the status of Religious Education as a subject and their control over it
while the government gained the approval of the churches for their broader educational
plans. Whatever the motivation, the decision was interpreted by some as a sign of
‘increasing co-operation’ (Barnes 1997, p. 73) and ‘a major milestone’ (Archbishop
Robin Eames, cited in Barnes 1997, p. 78) in the improvement of community relations.

The four largest churches in Northern Ireland (The Roman Catholic Church, The Church of
Ireland, The Presbyterian Church in Ireland and The Methodist Church in Ireland) set to work
on the task of writing a syllabus for RE by appointing a working party to carry out the task.
The working party consisted of twelve catholic and twelve protestant members, including
clerics, teachers, academics and education and library board officers. It recommended that
across the four Key Stages of learning, from year one in primary school to year twelve in
post-primary school, all pupils should study religious education through three attainment
targets: The Revelation of God, Christian Morality, and The Christian Church (DENI 1993).
Whereas, in earlier years the Bible was the main source of division, it was now the source of
unity and provided the foundation for the agreed content. There was also an acceptance that
the interpretation of the content would be left to schools or teachers themselves and this
would allow the syllabus to provide commonality without imposing uniformity. Prior to its
publication, the authors of the report stated: “The Core Syllabus seeks to identify those
elements of faith and biblical teaching on which all who use it can agree.”(The Churches’
Religious Education Core Syllabus Drafting Group 1991)
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Opposition to it was voiced by conservatives who feared it as a dangerous sell-out to
universalism or Romanism and liberals who felt it was not inclusive enough. To the former it
was the imposition of a dangerous ecumenism (Independent Loyal Orange Institution 1985,
cited in Richardson and Gallagher 2011, p. 146) and to the latter it didn’t encourage genuine
or significant engagement with religious difference in a form that might lead to improved
religious understanding (Bardon 1992). Measuring the success of the syllabus is very difficult
as there were no major studies carried out on its implementation and the local schools’
inspectorate service (the Education and Training Inspectorate) did not have (and still do not
have) legislative responsibility for the subject, so were unable to comment on the overall
quality of the subject in schools. Several smaller studies, however, can give some indication
of its standing. Both Arlow (2004) and Nelson (2004) identified problems with the
implementation of the syllabus, especially in relation to the avoidance of teaching about each
other’s tradition and any related controversial issues. For example, Nelson’s survey of
schools in one Education and Library Board identified the choice of exam boards from
outside the region as one of the strategies used by schools to avoid learning about both
Protestant and Catholic traditions at Key Stage 4. Although Barnes (1997, p. 80) does not
make use of any empirical data, he criticises the Syllabus for failing to provide pupils with
sufficient opportunities to address issues of religious difference:
Religious Education in Northern Ireland should provide the necessary tools
for both religious commitment and religious discernment. The syllabus
develops only the former. It does not encourage pupils to think for
themselves about religion and its narrow focus prohibits the development of
the necessary skill of assessing religious beliefs, experiences and
commitments
a skill much needed in our increasingly pluralist world.
(Barnes 1997, p.81)
-

By contrast, the results of a Core Syllabus Review Survey ( The Churches’ Religious
Education Core Syllabus Review Working Party 2003, Appendix III) commissioned by the
Department of Education and undertaken by researchers from St Mary's University College
and Stranmillis University College found that, a decade following its implementation,
amongst Primary teachers there was ‘very strong support’ for the Core Syllabus with over
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80% of the sample believing that it 'furthered the work of mutual understanding’. At PostPrimary level responses were very similar with 78.9% of the teachers surveyed ‘satisfied with
the content of the Core RE Syllabus’ and ‘almost 80%’ agreeing that it ‘furthered the work of
mutual understanding’.

Unfortunately, these statistics give us little insight into the details of the impact teachers
believed the Core Syllabus had on the attitudes and actions of the pupil population during this
period. Nor, given the low return-rate of the survey (only 29% of all schools in Northern
Ireland responded), can we be confident in challenging the assertion that the use of avoidance
strategies remained dominant in the majority of schools. Beyond a slight improvement in
some pupils’ awareness of the main Christian traditions on the island, it is difficult to know
with certainty what significant outcomes were achieved.

Integrated Education
From the 1970s to the 1990s we can see that curricular initiatives had mixed fortunes in
providing a significant challenge to the conflict and division within the society. Indeed,
limitations in the use of such initiatives were identified at the time and there were those who
felt ready for more decisive action, including groups of parents who lobbied for the bringing
together of children from different sides of the community in roughly equal numbers to be
educated in the same school. O’Connor (2002) and Moffat (1993) have provided accounts of
the emergence of this movement from the establishment of the All Children Together group
in 1974, the foundation of the first Integrated school. Lagan College in 1981, to the formal
approval of Integrated schools through legislation in 1989 and the creation of the Northern
Ireland Council for Integrated Education to oversee the new sector. If we were to attempt to
judge the success of Integrated schools on the basis of popularity then it is safe to argue that
the rapid growth of the sector from one school in 1981 to forty-six schools in 2001 indicates a
remarkable achievement. Measuring the success of the schools in terms of the improvements
in tolerance and reconciliation achieved is, of course, more challenging and the academic
literature on Integrated education in Northern Ireland has not been in agreement. Some
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scholars feel confident that clear outcomes and achievements are evident, such as the
development of‘more multi-faceted and tolerant perspectives on social identity’ (McGlynn
2003, p. 21) as well as more positive attitudes to ‘out-groups’ generally (McGlynn et al 2004;
McGlynn 2008, p. 8) and contributing to peace efforts in the wider society (McMullan 2003)
but even they are not uncritical of the work being carried out and there is other literature
investigating the methods and outcomes of teaching for tolerance, respect and reconciliation
in Integrated schools that identifies significant limitations. These include: avoidance of
difficult topics by teachers (Donnelly 2004) and the minimising of difference (Donnelly and
Gallagher 2008) as well as a lack of criticality in the leadership of integration (McGlynn
2008). However, Gallagher (2011, p. 68) believes that ‘they helped to keep alive the idea that
alternatives to the brutalising Manicheism of a conflicted society were possible’ and Smith
(2001, p. 573) notes that ‘despite the small number of integrated schools they have had a
significant impact and posed implicit challenges to the existing system of separate schools.’

What is particularly helpful for this study is the opening out of wider theoretical concerns in
the literature around Integrated schools. With debates over EMU and pupil contact
programmes having been largely conducted in terms of either contact theory or reviews of the
implementations of programmes the theoretical discussion around education as an agent of
change was enriched by studies which investigated Integrated schools within the wider
debates about identity theory, multiculturalism, human rights, separate and common schools
(Smith 2001; Gallagher 2005; Gallagher 2004; McGlynn 2003; McGlynn 2005). This
literature will require more detailed consideration at a later stage of this study but a further
point worth making here is that this more expansive perspective is likely to have been hugely
significant in re-shaping the debate around the post-Agreement developments in integrating,
sharing and reconciliation initiatives in education .

The growth in Integrated schools has now slowed and the number currently stands at sixtyone Primary and Secondary schools, around 7% of the pupil population (www.nicie.org).
While the positive perception of integrated schools remains high and the number of
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applicants to the schools remains strong it is not unreasonable to conclude that the impact of
the schools on the wider society will continue to be limited by the small numbers involved.

Structural Change
Despite the value of these initiatives they were never going to resolve the conflict in Northern
Ireland. Indeed, as Nolan (2007) notes, community relations and reconciliation work in
schools were subject to two powerful counter-arguments: they ‘operate on the margins of the
conflict’ (p. 288) and therefore, secondly, failed to deal with the real causes of the conflict,
the political structures. Therefore when structural political change eventually came with the
Good Friday Agreement in 1998 it inevitably raised questions about the future direction of
mutual understanding, cultural heritage and religious education in the curriculum and, in
time, it has also caused review of the structures of school governance, management of the
school estate and open political debate around integrated, separate and common schooling.
Some of the detail of this will be returned to in other sections of this chapter but, in the same
way that an understanding of the development of the curriculum initiatives and the rise of
integrated schooling discussed above was made clearer through reference to the wider
political scene, the same can be said for changes in education from the late nineties onwards.
Understanding curriculum reform and the development of policy around school governance
and the management of the whole school estate, alongside the wider political debates around
power-sharing and the role of social and civic institutions in the region is an insightful
approach taken by Gallagher (2004; 2005) and Nolan (2007). While neglected by other
scholars within the field of education, a consideration of political theory is considered a
necessary and relevant area of investigation for this study.

Consociational Agreement
Both Gallagher and Nolan make reference to the influence of the political theory of
consociationalism on the ending of the conflict and the beginning of power-sharing.
Consoicationalism is a theory associated with the political scientist Arend Lijphart. Lijphart
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(1969) identified four European countries (Netherlands, Belgium, Austria and Switzerland) as
exemplifying a consociational form of governance because they represented 'fragmented but
stable democracies' (Taylor 2009 p.3). From this analysis of consociationalism as an
observed phenomena Lijphart went on to develop a theoretical model of consociationalism
which he believed could be applied to countries with intractable political divisions, most
notably in an influential work on power-sharing in South Africa (Lijphart 1985). The main
features of the theory are that stable government can be achieved in states where
fragmentation and deep division existed through the use of several key political
arrangements:
Institutional structures with entrenched guarantees for minority group inclusion that include
provision for segmental autonomy (via granting specific powers of self-determination),
mutual veto rights, and a commitment to proportionality in electoral processes and
distributive policies. (Taylor 2009, p. 3f)

Despite a negative response to the theory from many other political scientists (Taylor 2009, p.
If), at the beginning of the 1990s in Ireland and the UK there was growing academic and
political support for the theory and the idea that a solution to the conflict in Northern Ireland
would involve dealing with the reality of difference rather than trying to dilute it through
educational or community relations initiatives. Chief among the academic theorists were
Brendan O’Leary and John McGarry who argued for a revised form of consociationalism
(McGarry and O’Leary 1995) to be applied to Northern Ireland. There is now broad
agreement that the political settlement achieved through the Good Friday Agreement was a
form of consociational democracy where power-sharing and political stability have been
achieved through structural arrangements that formalise a range of checks and balances
which ensure equity and fairness in the exercise of power.

In relation to the present discussion a number of issues are noteworthy in relation to this
consociational agreement. Firstly, while the educational initiatives and other civic
interventions were premised on the idea of building a more integrated and cohesive society
around shared values of respect and tolerance, the consociational solution had no such basis.
Its job was not, primarily, reconciliation but stable government. McGarry and O’Leary
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(2009b, p.356) are quite clear that ‘Northern Ireland’s new system requires the parties to
cooperate to keep the system together, but not to have a shared vision.’ While it should
stabilise it should not synthesise.

Secondly, the structural arrangements over the funding and management of separate
education are perceived to be a ‘fair consociational settlement’ (McGarry and O’Leary
2009b, p. 342). Indeed,
The historic shift to equal funding of all three types ofschooling (Catholic, Protestant-state,
integrated-mixed), in capita! funding and teachers salaries, enables each major community
to school itself with public regulation. The shift to equality in school funding in 1992 was the
first fully institutionalized element of consociational arrangements. (McGarry and O’Leary
(2009b, p. 349)
’

In other words, the arrangement of‘separate but equal’ schooling in Northern Ireland is
comparable to the successful organisation of schooling in the Netherlands, another
consociational democracy, where religious schools have been fully funded like their state
school counterparts since 1917 (Walford 2001). But this particularly positive view of the
current organisation of schools in Northern Ireland according to consociational principles has
not gone uncriticised. Gallagher (2005) has argued that in the post-conilict settlement the
contribution education has been able to make to reconciliation has been held-back by the new
political arrangements that have ‘over-emphasised’ (p. 432) and ‘legitimised’ difference (p.
431) at the expense of discourse around the common good. This view of the limitations of
consociationalism is shared by Robin Wilson (2009) who regards it as a wholly inadequate
theory for building an interdependent society and argues that it be set aside in favour of an
intercultural approach that is ‘more consonant with democratic norms.’ (p. 221). A Council
of Europe paper on intercultural dialogue (2008, p. 14) supports this position when it states:
‘diversity without any overarching common humanity and solidarity would make mutual
recognition and social inclusion impossible’
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Consociationalism may have brought the structural changes that former ‘civic’ efforts never
could but it also begs several questions in relation to government policy on community
relations, reconciliation and education in a divided society, especially in the absence of a
shared vision. For example, can a consociational solution deal with on-going sectarianism or
ingrained prejudice? In other words, is a consociational solution capable of providing an
educational system suitable for reproducing liberal democracy in a post-conflict society? Can
it lead towards social transformation and a more integrated society?

Of course these questions also return us to the discussion around liberalism and
communitarianism from earlier chapters. A consociational arrangement is arguably close to
MacIntyre’s communitarian view of an ideal form of schooling arrangement in a plural
society. Yet, the weaknesses noted by Gallagher and Wilson are also close to the weaknesses
we identified in MacIntyre’s argument, particularly that a communitarian solution limits the
opportunities for genuine engagement and, thus, hinders the creation of citizens capable of
living with plurality and difference. This was something Callan’s heavier conception of
liberalism was keen to address when he pointed to a dialogical education in common schools
or in separate schools that was open to exchange and engagement across boundaries. In
effect, the creation of an environment capable of creating the ‘reasonable citizen’:
The growth of reasonableness requires at some stage that reciprocity be practised in
dialogical contexts that straddle our social cleavages. Call this the dialogical task of
common education, (p. 177)

The danger of a consociational argument, like the communitarian one, is the overemphasis on
‘equal but separate’ and the potential neglect of the need to practise reciprocity and cultivate
public spaces for sharing and dialogue.

With these arguments in mind, the next section will provide an account of what has occurred
in relation to curriculum initiatives on reconciliation as well as arrangements around
collaboration and integration during the first decade of this century.
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Mainstream Collaboration
Since the Good Friday Agreement it is possible to say that there has been a major
reconfiguration in relation to the idea of education as an agent of change in Northern Ireland,
but it has not happened overnight, and the repercussions from the new political arrangements
have not been fully played out in this regard either. The changes may not satisfy McEvoy et
al's demand for a wholesale deconstruction of the community relations discourse in the
region but problems of sectarianism and prejudice remain (ECNI 2009; ECNI 2012), even
among children and young people (Connolly el al 2002), and there is a continuing ambition
in Government policy to improve good relations (OFMDFM 2008; OFMDFM 2011).
Looking at a range of policy documents and academic literature, they indicate significant
developments in two main areas: inter-school collaborative activities and the revision of the
Northern Ireland curriculum.

A Revised Curriculum
With the introduction of a new curriculum in 2007 (Education (Northern Ireland) Order 2006
(http://www.leuislation.gov.Uk/nisi/2006/l 915/contentsV) the educational themes, including
EMU and CH, were phased out but, arguably, the underlying topics and issues were included
in a more structured and substantive way than before through the compulsory teaching of
Personal Development and Mutual Understanding in the Primary school and Local and
Global Citizenship and Personal Development at Post-Primary level. Indeed, Richardson
believes that these changes have brought issues of diversity and mutual understanding from
The peripheries’ to ‘the mainstream’ (Richardson 2011, p. 139). For example, at Key Stage 3
Local and Global Citizenship (LGC) includes the four areas of: diversity and inclusion;
human rights and social responsibility; equality and social justice; and democracy and active
participation. And it would seem that, as a result, some of the previous weaknesses have been
addressed. A report by the Education and Training Inspectorate (2006) on the teaching of
Local and Global Citizenship praised the confidence of teachers in dealing with controversial
issues and their use of interactive classroom methods to engage pupils in discussion and
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debate on issues of identity, community and politics. It concludes that "the pupils recognise the
value of this work’ and that schools have established ‘good practice’ in Local and Global
Citizenship and related areas (ETI 2006, p. 7). That said, there are concerns about the value
of the diversity and mutual understanding work carried out in LGC (Arlow 2011; McEvoy et
al 2006; McEvoy 2007; Wylie 2004). Reasons for this include misrepresentation of the
subject and its objectives by policy makers and confusion around the aims of the subject in
the minds of teachers. For example, it is artificially grouped with Employability, Home
Economics and Personal Development uruler the curriculum area ‘Learning for Life and
Work’; there is a perception that LGC is ‘the new EMU’; and there is an over-emphasis in the
LGC curriculum upon the personal rights and responsibilities of citizens at the expense of
engagement with, and critique of, structural issues and group rights.

Yet, the expectations on LGC as the major contributor to community relations and
reconciliation work in the curriculum remain high and the Good Relations Forum (GRF)
make it clear that they would like to see even greater use made of‘good relations modules
within Citizenship programmes’ (GRF 2010, p. 15). This idea was given further weight by
its inclusion in the Department of Education’s policy Community Relations, Equality and
Diversity (CRED) (DENI 2011).

McEvoy (2007, p. 145) warns of the danger of overburdening LGC with this responsibility,
partly because ‘it creates an assumption that EMU has been replaced or subsumed by this
new initiative and that the responsibility to address issues such as mutual understanding,
community relations and the promotion of tolerance lies solely with LGC. The valuable
contribution which all subjects can, and should, make to these issues will potentially be
diluted even further than is currently the case.’

However, changes have occurred in other subjects, although arguably in a limited way, as
exemplified in the review of the Core Syllabus for Religious Education (DENI 2007) which
occurred around the same time as the launch of LGC into the curriculum. Changes to the
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subject’s content to improve its ability to address issues of community relations, integration
and tolerance included: the requirement to study ‘the Roman Catholic tradition and at least
one Protestant tradition’ (p. 34) at Key Stage 4 (KS4) (although this was not required at any
other Key Stage); changes to Morality topics with ‘Racism, sexism, sectarianism, human
rights and responsibilities’ added at KS4 (p. 36) and ‘rights and responsibilities’ along with
‘Prejudice, sectarianism and reconciliation' added at Key Stage 3 (p. 27); and, perhaps, most
significantly, a new area of content was introduced at Key Stage 3 on World Religions (p.
29f) with the instruction that ‘Pupils should be given an introduction to two world religions
other than Christianity in order to develop knowledge of and sensitivity towards, the religious
beliefs, practices and lifestyles of people from other religions in Northern Ireland (p. 29).
Following the publication of the new Core Syllabus, CCEA supported some of these changes
through the publication of new resources including, a website containing extensive materials
to support the teaching of World Religions
fhttp://www,nicurriculum.org.uk/key stage 3/world reliaions) and a RE teachers’ resource
book containing classroom materials on the new topics prejudice, sectarianism and
reconciliation for KS3 (CCEA 2008).

Like the syllabus which preceded it, there are legitimate questions about whether these topics
will actually be included in the schemes of work of RE departments, and, if they are, how
effective their delivery will be and what actual impact the teaching of them has on pupils’
attitudes or actions. Unfortunately, despite an indication the Department of Education would
review the situation (DENI 2006a, p. 32), the role of the ET1 has not changed in regard to
religious education and there has been no authoritative research carried out on its delivery.
That said, even with the constraints placed upon the review of this syllabus through the use of
a conservative and rather homogenous Working Party, the outcome was a shift towards a
syllabus more inclusive of issues such as reconciliation, equality and diversity.
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Inter-school Collaborative Activities
In 2006 the report of an Independent Strategic Review of Education committee chaired by Sir
George Bain (ISRE 2006) recommended increased sharing and collaboration between schools
in Northern Ireland.

In his comments Sir George Bain suggested that a rationale for this was threefold (ISRE
2006, p. xiv) - economic (a ‘cost-effective’ system), educational (providing ‘full range of the
curriculum... high quality teaching and... modern facilities’ to all pupils) and social
(‘promoting a culture of tolerance, mutual understanding, and inter-relationship through
significant, purposeful and regular engagement and interaction in learning.’). While there is a
widening out of the rationale from the previous era of EMU, O’Sullivan et al (2008) believe
that the community relations argument for education as an ‘engine of reconciliation’ (p. 7)
remained; an argument they believe that is based on a broad assumption that more sharing
means more reconciliation, which they believe ‘is not as decisive or as determinate as one
might think’ (p. 9)

In the same year legislation was brought forward in The Education (Northern Ireland) Order
2006 to provide for the introduction of The Entitlement Framework (EF) in all Post-Primary
schools in Northern Ireland from 2009. The purpose of the EF was to ensure that all pupils at
Key Stage 4 and Key Stage 5 (post-16) have equal access to a wide range of courses and
qualifications; specifically they must be able to choose from a minimum of 24 courses at KS4
and 27 courses at post-16. A known consequence of this was that the majority of PostPrimary schools would need to collaborate with others in order to meet such demanding
requirements, although the Department of Education recognised that schools would need help
and funding in building partnerships with Further Education Colleges and other schools
(DENI 2007). One of the organisational arrangements designed to provide support was the
establishment of Area Learning Communities (ALCs). While a number of schools moved
reasonably quickly to engage in Area Learning Communities (Donnelly and Gallagher 2008)
it became apparent that the 2009 target for organised and meaningful implementation of the
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EF region-wide was unrealistic. Following a region-wide review (Dinsmore 2009) that
identified a range of challenges from transport to timetabling and funding arrangements,
another four years was eventually allowed before the EF became a legal requirement (DENI
2010) and, even then, it was decided that the number of subjects required would be phased-in
(DENI 2011). So, it will not be until 2015/16 that the full EF with 24 and 27 subjects will be
in place. It would be wrong to give the impression that the cause of the delay in the
implementation was simply one of logistics. Although consociational arrangements have
provided Northern Ireland with its longest period of political stability in many years, there
has been stasis over a range of social policies such as academic selection, the establishment
of a single education authority (the ‘Education and Skills Authority’) and the community
relations agenda (as discussed in the Shared Future and Cohesion, Sharing and Integration
policy documents). This policy paralysis, along with financial constraints that required
aspects of the funding for the EF to be revised and reduced, has meant that work around the
EF has been narrowly focussed on four strategic priorities (DENI 2010, p. 27): curriculum
development, collaboration development, CEIAG (Careers Education, information, advice
and guidance) and ALC development and Communication. While some schools indicated in
the Together Towards Entitlement Review that the EF and ALCs had the potential ‘to make
an impact upon social cohesion’ (Dinsmore 2009, p. 9) this has been overlooked by the
Department of Education who have indicated that the primary rationale for the EF is pupil
choice, equality of access and raising standards (DENI 2010, p. 1) and that the ALCs are a
means of delivering these in a financially efficient manner:
Collaboration should be seen as a cost-effective means of delivering the aims
of the EF, not as an end in itself. (DENI 2010, p. 2)

What began as a three-pronged rationale for collaboration in the Bain report was reduced to
two by the Department of Education with the removal of any reference to social cohesion in
the policies for the EF or ALCs. Arguably this an example of consociationalism bringing
about a solution but being unable to deliver a more integrated society, as Wilson (2009)
suggested.
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However, despite these views taken by the Department of Education the work of
collaboration between schools in Northern Ireland that has had a more expansive view of
sharing, and a more explicit desire to address issues related to cross-community
collaboration, has continued to take place. Indeed, it should be noted that the emergence of
inter-school curricular activity existed prior to the Bain report and has continued inside and
outside of ALCs up to the present. Similarly, discussion around forms of sharing and models
for collaboration, including shared campus schools, jointly managed Church schools and
multi-denominational schools have been a regular feature of media discussion and academic
investigation (Ellis 2006; Fishkin el a! 2007; O’Sullivan et al 2008; Russell 2009). While a
small number of school clusters, such as those in Ballycastle and Limavady, pioneered
sharing activities it has been possible for a significant number of schools who engage in
forms of sharing which deliberately include a cross-community aspect to be taken forward by
schools themselves with assistance from various sources, the most significant of which has
been the Sharing Education Programme (SEP), funded by the International Fund for Ireland
(IF1) and Atlantic Philanthropies (AP), although others include the Integrating Education
Project, the Primary Integrating/Enriching Education project (PIEE) and the Fermanagh Trust
Shared Education Programme. What these projects share is a revised form of the view that
there exists deep cultural and religious divisions in Northern Ireland and that a key way of
addressing these can be through education. They have an integrating agenda that aims to
bring about a more interdependent and socially cohesive society. To what extent a cohesive
society is a society with common values and vision is not addressed in their literature (and
some like McEvoy et al may criticise such an agenda as a desire to create a vague ‘middle
ground’ (2006, p. 95) oVidentikit citizens’ (p. 97)) but reference is regularly made to the
value of cross-community work in general and the desire for more integrated forms of
education specifically, as expressed in numerous surveys and research reports - for example
Millward Brown (2008) carried out a survey of opinions in the Fermanagh area and
discovered that 91% of respondents would like enhanced opportunities for children to
participate in shared education. Similarly, when Fishkin et al (2007) conducted a deliberative
poll of Omagh residents they found that ‘A majority of parents believed that children should
attend schools that have a balanced enrolment of Protestant and Catholic pupils' and, of the
people questioned for the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey, 74% in 1999 (NILT 1999)
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and 73% in 2001 (N1LT 2001) said that they would like to see the government encourage
more mixed or integrated forms of schooling.

Some of the rewards and challenges evident in collaborative activity in schools in Northern
Ireland have been reported on by Donnelly and Gallagher (2008) who note that within
Northern Ireland there exists a range of collaborative ventures between schools with varied
aims. These aims include: ‘An opportunity to share expertise amongst teaching staff in
different schools; Providing a wider ranges of curricular options for young people; An
opportunity to break down barriers between sectors of schooling particularly between
grammar and secondary schools; Providing opportunities for children and staff across
different schools within the locality to build informal relationships.’ (p. 5). While a theme
running through at least two of these aims is ‘reconciliation’, in practice it is generally not a
priority for schools or it is avoided (p. 25). Indeed, there is evidence that collaborations are
simply self-interested rather than altruistic (p. 22). Where schools have been successful at
building bridges, good relationships and trust are seen as central (p. 28), as well as positive
leadership that fosters collaboration at all levels within the school staff (p. 34). Yet, even
where relationships are good between leaders and teachers, and where reconciliation is an
agreed goal, there can be a range of organisational and practical factors inhibiting sharing
such as timetabling, distance between schools, finance and transport (p. 5). Not only that, but
the evidence suggests several ways in which schools seek to set boundaries in order to
maintain a distinct ethos and to guard their identity (p. 7). This limits sharing and creates an
atmosphere of avoidance around particular issues and activities. The authors do admit that
what they have observed has been within an evolving situation where educational policy and
community relationships are in a transitional phase, so it is important that consideration be
given to investigations of similar initiatives and the outcomes they report.

To that end it is worth looking in some detail at the work carried out by The Sharing
Education Programme, not just because of the size of this project which in terms of funding is
the largest of this kind, but also because of the rich data and literature which has already
emerged from it. The programme was funded over six years and its work has been carried out
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in two phases of three years each. In each phase twelve clusters of schools (over 130 schools
in total) were funded to create collaborative projects which would have the dual purpose of
enhancing educational provision and promoting reconciliation. Projects ranged from
improving the shared provision for curriculum subjects (such as science and technology) to
the enhancement of extra-curricular activities (such as dance and drama). The work has been
overseen by a Programme office based at the Queen’s University of Belfast (QUB) and there
have been several conferences, seminars and professional development opportunities
arranged for the teachers involved. This emphasis upon interprofessional engagement is a
notable shift from previous reconciliation work in schools which focussed almost exclusively
on pupil-pupil learning and contact and is a point that will be explored further below.

At the time of writing the SEP is entering its final year and already there are two important
reports that have investigated and evaluated the work undertaken (Knox 2010; Hughes et al
2010). In his report, carried out after Phase One, Knox (2010) outlines the findings from his
qualitative research into the views of forty-five teachers and principals involved in SEP as
well as two members of the SEP team at QUB. He notes the ‘huge commitment and
enthusiasm amongst teachers’ (p. 3) who believe that SEP 'is having a significant impact on
children... renders denominational school boundaries porous and achieves positive
reconciliation effects.’ (p.3). While the primary focus of his report is on the sustainability of
the sharing activities once the funding ceases he makes a range of interesting comments about
the ingredients of successful partnerships including strong leadership, regular and consistent
interactions between pupils and staff, parental support and the confidence to tackle difficult
or controversial issues. With regards to the success of the programme he noted the difficulty
in measuring its impact but observed ‘even if teachers and senior staff were unclear about
ways to measure and demonstrate impact, they were unequivocal about the merits of SEP
over previous community relations work. (p. 23)

Knox also reports a fascinating discussion with a member of the SEP staff who outlines the
rationale of SEP in relation to previous community relations work in schools in Northern
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Ireland. Given the relevance of the comments to this thesis it is worth reporting in full (
Knox 2010, p. 50):
The sharing education approach. .. recognises the role that all schools can play in promoting
reconciliation; it seeks to build connections between existing schools in order to make
existing boundaries more porous and to develop a more integrated system of education
rather than a system of integrated schools. The SEP approach also differs from previous
community relations work which tended to focus on the periphery of school activities and
hoped to enhance its priority over time, but rarely did. By contrast, SEP focuses on core
curricular priorities in order to embed sharing at the core of schools ’ daily activities and, on
this platform, promote reconciliation activities. For more than a generation the goal of
reconciliation has been recognised as a core purpose of education in Northern Ireland,
although arguably this goal has often been more rhetorical than real and, apart from a
relatively small number of inspirational examples, has not been a significant priority in
education practice. SEP seeks to provide practical examples of how this can be achieved in
ways which support the core curricular activities of schools.

A second and more extensive evaluation of SEP was carried out by a team of academics from
Queen’s University Belfast and Oxford University. Using an online survey of all head
teachers in Northern Ireland, a pupil survey of five hundred and seventy seven pupils from
six different schools (two of which were involved in SEP) and qualitative case study data
gathered from the same six schools (involving interviews with head teachers, focus groups
with teachers and documentary analysis), they aimed to examine ‘the extent of inter-school
collaboration in Northern Ireland’ and ‘the contribution collaboration through the SEP
initiative can make to reconciliation and the promotion of enhanced inter-group relations’
(Hughes et al 2010, p. 3).

Their results showed that head teachers involved in the SEP ‘were generally more positive in
their attitudes towards trust building in relation to inter-school collaboration’ and
‘significantly less anxious about participating in cross-sectoral collaboration compared to
non-SEP schools’ (Hughes et al 2010. p. 6). In relation to pupils they noted that ‘pupils
involved in SEP funded projects were more likely than those in non-SEP schools to display
emotions and engage in behaviours that are associated with in intergroup reconciliation. The
data showed that pupils became less anxious, more comfortable and more positive about the
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other community when their school participated in the Sharing Education Programme than
when it did not.’ (p. 9)

Interestingly, the authors of this report also used their evidence as an affirmation of contact
theory. They argued that the data showed that, where meetings between pupils met the
conditions prescribed by contact theory, the evidence added to ‘a burgeoning body of
international empirical work’ which demonstrates a correlation between ‘contact and positive
responses to the ‘other’ community’ (Hughes et al 2010, p. 58).

Of course, all of this evidence which points to the value of contact between pupils and the
value of collaboration for staff raises a more fundamental question, which is, if
intercommunity contact is so enriching, why not school all children together? This argument
for common schooling has been made locally by the First Minister, Peter Robinson, (2010)
and it is also made more generally by those who believe that separate schools are inimical to
a shared society. But even if one was to argue for a school system that is collaborative,
though not common, it raises questions about the best forms collaboration should take.

Education as an Agent of Change - a Revised Agenda
Taking account of the recent developments in educational policy, collaborative practice and
the research on these it is possible to suggest a significant development to the ‘schools as
agents of social change’ argument is occurring. This is a more comprehensive perspective
than the previous one in that it takes up a range of theoretical ideas from contact theory and
the transformational potential of education through citizenship and human rights education to
an emphasis upon educational leadership, professional coherence and educational purpose as
a requirement for worthwhile cross-community activities. There is evidence for this in
several places as shown above in the implementation strategies of recent sharing initiatives
(PIEE, SEP) and the literature investigating sharing in schools. Added to this evidence is the
report of the Good Relations Forum (GRF 2010) and a new policy agenda from the
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Department of Education’s policy Community Relations, Equality and Diversity (CRED)
(DENI 2011).

The Good Relations Forum is co-chaired by the Community Relations Council and the
Equality commission Northern Ireland and part of its role is to investigate and report on areas
of strategic importance where Government intervention or policy reform could lead to
improvements in equality and good relations. In a ‘challenge paper’ in 2010 the GRF called
for the practice of good relations to be ‘mainstreamed across all schools’ (p. 15). In their list
of recommendations for achieving this they included: ‘compulsory good relations
programmes’ (p. 13), ‘capacity building programmes for existing school teaching staff (p.
14) and ‘greater focus on sharing and collaboration, particularly on a cross-community basis’
(P-l 6).

In response to the challenges from the GRF report the CRED policy, brought forward by the
Department of Education, agrees that good relations and reconciliation work should be
mainstreamed. Its recommendation for achieving this is to move away from dependence on
support agencies in the voluntary and charitable sectors and to embed CRED into schools and
youth settings through the existing curriculum, particularly PDMU at Primary level and LGC
at Post-Primary. This approach is to be supported by four main strategies: increased training,
through continuing professional development (CPD) opportunities for teachers involved in
CRED activities and through strengthening CRED input for student teachers as part of their
initial teacher education; improved planning and coherence in the delivery of CRED at
regional and school level; the dissemination of guidance and support materials by the
Department; and the continuation of funding for contact projects.

Throughout this chapter we have also noted several challenges to the mainstreaming of
community relations, sharing and collaboration in education. One is that the new curricular
initiatives lack critical power and are likely to leave teachers confused. A second is that the
emphasis upon curriculum solutions is not sufficient and a more substantial change in the
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organisation of schools is required. This may include those who prefer forms of mixed or
integrated schooling, jointly-managed church schools or fully secular common schools.

With regards to the first challenge, it is unlikely that the CRED policy will satisfy critics
such as McEvoy (2007) or Arlow (2011) as it assumes uncritically that the core CRED
elements of the revised Northern Ireland Curriculum (PDMU and LGC) will be able to
deliver the stated aim of "improving relations between communities’ (DENI 2011). In their
defence, it should be noted that the Department has followed through on its commitments
with the publication of guidance materials (DENI 2012), the creation of a website for
teachers (www.credni.org). the drawing up of quality indicators by which CRED activities
will be assessed and the development of a funding programme (CRED Enhancement) that
will allow schools to apply for money to support specific CRED initiatives. Yet, there are
also worrying signs that the underlying difficulties between the political parties continues to
hinder further developments. Despite the publication of two discussion documents on
community relations, A Shared Future (OFMDFM 2005) and Cohesion, Sharing and
Integration (OFMDFM 2010), the parties have been unable to come to an agreed policy
position.

In respect of the second challenge, it is not necessary to repeat the arguments for and against
faith schooling or common schooling discussed in detail in earlier chapters but it should be
noted that the debate on the fundamentals of schooling is still on-going and that new
developments in school collaboration and new proposals for sharing continue to be made. In
July of this year a Ministerial Advisory Group on sharing education (DENI 2012) was created
and each of the Education and Library Boards published proposals on Area Plans examining
options for the future provision of schools in each area. Among these was the suggestion for
the creation of jointly managed (cross community) schools (NEELB 2012, p. 59).
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It remains to be seen how effective these initiatives will be in mainstreaming education as an
agent of change both in terms of curriculum intervention and structural arrangements but
what is certain is that it will remain a changing situation for some time.

Conclusion
We have in this chapter examined historical causes of educational separation and division in
Northern Ireland and considered some of the ways in which education has also been used as a
way to deliver solutions which might ameliorate the potentially negative consequences that
emerge from separation of young people in a society in conflict. Core to this has been a
reconstructionist theory that education can be an agent of change and a powerful tool for
reconciliation. We have also noted some of the underlying theoretical positions that have
informed academic discussions and government policy in relation to this basic
reconstructionist premise. These have included psychological theories (contact theory and
identity theory); cultural theories (including pluralism and multiculturalism); and political
theories (such as consociationalism and integrationism). With this awareness, it was
suggested that there have been theoretical developments or refinements to the basic
assumption that sharing and contact between pupils from different school types was basically
good for the promotion of tolerance in a divided society. Perspectives informed by contact
theory, multicultural theories and an attendant emphasis upon human rights and citizenship
have been developed. In more recent times, it is suggested that there has been a
‘mainstreaming’ of the education for change agenda that has several characteristics - the
creation of new curricular approaches in education for reconciliation and the pioneering of
inter-school collaborative work, inter-professional activity amongst teachers and cross
school learning opportunities for pupils.

It may be possible to suggest that the current situation of education in Northern Ireland could
be characterised as a form of common education somewhere between Callan’s ‘heavier’
conception of liberalism and Strike’s ‘heavy’ conception. The arguments of Gallagher and
McEvoy el al suggest that in a divided society a consociational arrangement similar to
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MacIntyre’s proposals is insufficient for guaranteeing the engagement and dialogical
activities necessary for the development of‘reasonable citizens’.

In the light of this overview it is also possible to suggest two gaps that are evident. First,
something which remains elusive is an agreed understanding of the purposes of sharing.
Recent political comment on the status of schools in Northern Ireland has continued to
highlight the importance of clarity in the discussion, especially in the language used, but also
in the arguments employed - are they based on rights? Equality? The common good?
Parental choice? All are important and this highlights the need for further research into the
area of common/separate/shared education. Second, there is a new emphasis upon the inter
professional engagement of teachers, although much of the data from existing research is
focussed upon head teachers and pupils. There is a need, therefore, for a closer look at the
processes of sharing and collaboration that teachers are involved in. The next chapter will
take these points forward and illustrate how this research will seek to address these gaps and
the attendant questions.
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Chapter Six: Research Methodology

Framing the Research Questions
While a research question may seem valuable or plausible in general terms, it is essential to
specify the terms of the question in relation to the field and a methodological view of what
counts as a valid response. David and Sutton (2004) suggest that consideration be given to
questions such as:
Is the intention of the research to describe, compare, explain or predict? Similarly with
reference to these possibilities, what is it that the researcher wishes to describe, compare and
so on? Is it to be accounts given by respondents? Is the researcher more interested in the
beliefs of those they seek to research or is the research to be aimed at behaviour and action what people actually do, as distinct from what they say or believe? (David and Sutton 2004,
p. 196)

Punch (2009) reinforces this approach of starting with questions before moving to
methodology when beginning any piece of research, otherwise there is a danger of elevating
the methodology above the questions, which he terms ‘methodolatry’ (2009, p. 6). His
advice is repeated throughout his book: ‘methods follow questions’ (p.6). With this in mind,
as I began exploring the methodological field for this thesis, I felt it was prudent to clarify the
questions and from there move to the research design.

To assist with this process Punch also suggests a hierarchical structure under which the
research questions can be organised (2009, p. 58): Research area; research topic; general
research question; specific research questions; data collection questions. And this is where I

100

Chapter 6

began. In my case the issue of common education was the general research area; the topic
under scrutiny was possibilities and problems with inter-school collaborations in Northern
Ireland; the general research question was: ‘What is it possible to share in education?’; the
specific research questions were: ‘What can we discover about sharing education through
sharing initiatives in education in Northern Ireland?’ and ‘What can we discover from the
processes teachers engage in when collaboration occurs between schools?’ These specific
questions then led to developing possible data collection questions such as: ‘How do schools
share?’, ‘Why do schools share?’, ‘How do they negotiate when differences arise?’, ‘What
variables are most significant when negotiating shared activities?’, ‘What impact is there on
schools as communities as a result of inter-school collaboration?’

From research questions to research design
While the term ‘research design’ may be used in a general sense to refer to the whole process
of preparing and planning research it is also used in a more specific sense as ‘situating the
researcher in the empirical world, and connecting research questions to data.’ (Punch 2009,
p. 112) Examples of research design which offer solutions to the issue of connecting
questions to data are case studies, ethnography, teacher research, action research, grounded
theory and activity theory.

Coming to a decision of the appropriate design is ultimately a question of epistemology for it
concerns the issue of what counts as the ‘right answer’ in the context of the research question.
The classic distinction between ‘naturalistic’ and ‘positivistic’ epistemologies is well known
(Cohen, Manion, Morrison 2007), if often over-simplified, though it can help the researcher
in the first stages of planning to make decisions about the general direction of the research
and to clarify some of the underlying presuppositions in his or her approach. In this case, a
positivistic approach might have involved an attempt to observe and describe a number of
inter-school collaboration projects along with the gathering of statistical data about the
number of staff and pupils involved and responses to closed questions in a questionnaire
asking about their actions and opinions in relation to issues of sharing. This would have

Chapter 6

allowed for a large, statistically significant sample to be targeted which would give
immediate ‘authority’ to any conclusions drawn from the results. The use of a questionnaire
would also have allowed for quantitative research tools to be used in the collection and
analysis of data and would have involved the measurement of particular variables which
impact upon sharing. However, one important difficulty is apparent if such an approach had
been chosen in this context; it is the deductive emphasis inherent in positivistic research. A
positivistic approach requires that there is an agreed idea of what is being investigated by
those participating in the research, and that it is possible to work from these agreed concepts
to examine specific and concrete actions. In this case the key concepts for investigation
emerging from the literature were ‘common education’, ‘shared schools’ and ‘school
collaboration’, but it was clear from the literature that these are complex concepts which can
be contested. For example, the concept of common education involves not just shared
content but pedagogy (not just what is taught but also how it is taught) and is not always
predicated on a shared location (common education need not always require common
schools). To understand sharing in education in Northern Ireland 1 needed to achieve a deep
understanding of the practice in various schools and the rationale for that practice around
themes such as pedagogy, identity, community and the boundary setting around these. But,
what sense could have been gained of the relationship between ‘schools as communities’ and
‘communities of schools’ through the positivist approach outlined above? Similarly, on the
question of boundary setting, would sufficient depth have been gained in understanding the
reasons for sharing/not sharing from answers to closed questions? If the aim of this
particular research was to understand what it is possible to share as common education, and if
those reasons were likely to be conveyed in terms of complex views of identity, community
or other values and principles, it was more likely that a qualitative approach would get closest
to answering the question of where the boundaries of sharing/not-sharing are drawn. For, as
Miles and Huberman (1994, p. 1) note, good qualitative research can be:
a source of well grounded, rich descriptions and explanations ofprocesses in identifiable
local contexts. With qualitative data one can preserve chronological flow, see precisely
which events led to which consequences, and derive fruitful explanations. Then, too,
qualitative data are more likely to lead to serendipitous findings to new integrations; they
help researchers to get beyond initial conceptions and to generate or revise conceptual
frameworks. Finally, the findings from qualitative studies have a quality of "un-deniability"...
a concrete, vivid meaningful flavour that often proves for more convincing to a reader... than
pages ofsummarised numbers.
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For these reasons the approach adopted for this investigation was qualitative rather than
quantitative and largely inductive rather than deductive in that the goal was to ‘explore a
field’ (David and Sutton, 2004 p. 36) and to consider what sharing means to different people
in their contexts in terms of basic social processes, that is, what they do and say. (1 say
‘largely’ because, as many researchers now acknowledge, inductive/deductive forms of
investigation exist on a spectrum rather than as pure types.)

But not all qualitative work rises to the heights set out by Miles and Huberman above, indeed
they themselves are quick to point out that qualitative work can be beleaguered by dataoverload, labour-intensity and questions over credibility: ‘Seen in traditional terms, the
reliability and validity of qualitatively derived findings can be seriously in doubt.’ (Miles and
Huberman 1994 p. 2).

One way to guard against this is to ensure that any methodology chosen conforms to what
might be generally regarded as agreed criteria for worthwhile qualitative research. Miles and
Huberman suggest a 3-fold criteria to be that the research is ‘credible, dependable and
replicable in qualitative terms’, however Seale et al (2007, p.9f) go much further by offering
23 features of good qualitative research (see Table 2 below).
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Level 1 - General

Level 2 — Specific

1 Its aim and purpose should be explained

1 The relationship of the study to existing

and set in the context (eg: historical, political,

knowledge should be explained.

disciplinary) in which these

2 The rationale for a qualitative rather than

arose.

quantitative study should be understood.

2 The rationale for the design of the enquiry

3 A rationale for sampling should be present

should be explained.

and the implications of different approaches

3 The researcher should demonstrate

to this, and of failures to gain access to

openness to emergent issues.

certain sources understood.

4 The researcher should seek to be

4 Negotiations to gain access to sources of

transparent and reflexive about conduct.

evidence and the implications of these for the

theoretical perspective and values.

evidence gathered should be described and

5 The study should provide understanding of

assessed.

context.

5 The particular contributions made by

6 The study should re-present data or

different methods for collecting and

evidence faithfully.

recording evidence should be understood,

7 A qualitative research study is likely to

and the rationale of the methods chosen be

convey depth, diversity, subtlety and

given in the light of this.

complexity.
6 The rationale for the choice of analytic
8 Data or evidence should be actively and
strategy should be clear, with awareness of
critically interrogated.
the potential of other analytic strategies.
9 Claims should be supported by evidence
7 Attention should be paid to negative or
for those claims.
deviant cases and to alternative explanations.
10 Some (but not all) studies may be judged
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according to their utility or relevance for

8 There should be a comprehensive rather

particular groups of people and particular

than selective examination of data/evidence.

power relations.

9 There should be a clear separation between

1 I Some (but not all) studies may be judged

evidence and interpretation of evidence.

according to whether they provide

10 The language of final reports should be

understanding of subjective meanings

accessible and clear to the intended

12 The study should provide new insights.

audiences.
I I The implications of the investigation for
broader areas of knowledge and practice (for
example, theory, policy, practice) should be
explored, and be of significance.

When one compares this table with
Table 2 Seale e, afs I ea.ures of Good Qualitative Research

0ther

SetS of guidelines (e.g.

Denscombe 2002; Seale 1999) some
strong messages emerge: qualitative research should conform to procedures that are
structured, logical and transparent. Thus, in moving from the research questions to research
design with this investigation there were some specific factors that governed the choice. The
design needed to:
c) Be capable of investigating social processes such as sharing, negotiating, giving and
taking through the observation and interviewing of key participants in school collaborations.
d) Be largely inductive rather than deductive
e) Conform to generally agreed standards of good qualitative research (structured, logical,
transparent).
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After exploration of several introductory texts to research methods one research design,
grounded theory, had a strong appeal and seemed to fit with the criteria above. In defining
grounded theory Charmaz states: ‘Simply put, grounded theory methods consist of
systematic, yet flexible guidelines for collecting and analyzing qualitative data to construct
theories ‘grounded’ in the data themselves’ (2006, p.2).
Among several advantages of grounded theory noted by Punch (2009, p. 134), it is worth
highlighting two which are relevant to our criteria above: ‘It represents a coordinated,
systematic but flexible overall research strategy...’ and ‘...brings a disciplined and organised
approach to the analysis of qualitative data.'
All of this sounds straightforward but, of course, no methodology is perfect and it is
important to acknowledge that there are significant debates within the grounded theory
community and in the wider research methods field about the value of this methodology. I
intend to explore these issues in a structured way in the next five sections of this chapter:
grounded theory - some background; a case for grounded theory; data collection; data
analysis and generating theory.

Grounded theory - some background
In providing some background to grounded theory I want to offer a brief introduction to the
method, but I will also give a reflective narrative of my own encounter with the methodology.
This is intended to offer some additional insight into navigating the critical issues within
grounded theory from the researcher’s point of view and is in-keeping with the constructivist
grounded theory perspective that the researcher’s view is intimately connected with their
research; ‘it does not and cannot stand outside of it.’ (Charmaz 2006, p.130).

Grounded theory had its beginnings during the sixties in the work of Bernie Glaser and
Anselm Strauss (1967) and it is often reported to be one of the most popular methods of
qualitative research in the social sciences (Corbin and Strauss 2008). Concerned by the
dominance of quantitative and (what they perceived to be) positivist, deductive approaches to
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research in the social sciences, and influenced by a philosophical heritage in the form of
George Mead, John Dewey and Pragmatism (Crotty 1998; Corbin and Strauss 2008) Glaser
and Strauss developed a method for working in an inductive way, from data to theory, rather
than the other way around, ivory tower’ theorizing, which sought examples from the world
beyond to verify its propositions, was fundamentally challenged by a ‘grounded’ approach
which discovered theory ‘through interaction with the empirical world, not in isolation from
it.’ (Dey 2007a, p. 82). Beginning with research questions, the researcher would employ
documentary analysis, observation or interview to gather data. Using the data, and only the
data, the researcher would move from sorting and organizing the material to explicating it on
a conceptual level at which point a pattern or theory could be identified that would make
sense of the data. Two cornerstones of grounded theory outlined by Glaser and Strauss in
their foundational publication. Discovery of Grounded Theory, were theoretical sampling and
the use of the constant comparative method.

Theoretical Sampling
Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 45) define theoretical sampling as ‘the process of data collection
for generating theory whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes and analyzes his data and
then decides what data to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his theory
as it emerges.’ This was articulated as a direct challenge to, what Charmaz (2006, p. 6)
describes as, ‘armchair and logico-deductive theorizing’ of the time. While Glaser and
Strauss (1967) acknowledge that a researcher requires some orientation to their field of study,
this need only be a ‘partial framework of‘local concepts” (p. 45) to help, for example, to
inform initial site selection and sample; the researcher should certainly avoid coming to the
field with ‘a preconceived theoretical framework’ (p. 45). Seen in the light of the strongly
positivist and deductive culture in social science at that time, this emphasis upon setting aside
pre-conceptions and even avoiding existing theoretical literature (p. 37) can be understood as
a counter-movement. Seale (1999. p.91) believes grounded theory had ‘revolutionary appeal
for a sociological proletariat of qualitative research workers, keen to overthrow the twin
domination of their field by ‘theoretical capitalists’ and big-time, government funded,
quantitative survey research work...’. In practice then, the researcher does not follow a pre-
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determined path in choosing who or where to collect data from, rather the research moves
from research questions to limited data collection to data analysis. Only when some analysis
has occurred is the researcher in a position to select the next sample for data collection, and
this allows ideas emerging from the analysis to be tested. This movement from data
collection to data analysis continues until a ‘saturation’ point is reached:
‘Saturation ’ means that no additional data are being found whereby the sociologist can
develop properties of the category. As he sees similar instances over and over again, the
researcher becomes empirically confident that a category is saturated.((jYdsc'c and Strauss
1967, p. 61)

The Constant Comparative Method
The constant comparative method described by Glaser and Strauss (1967) has four stages. To
begin, data are coded and placed in categories. In the process of defining each category the
researcher is already comparing the codes to decide precisely what characteristics and
properties they share. Charmaz notes, ‘Coding means naming segments of data with a label
that simultaneously categorizes, summarizes and accounts for each piece of data.’ (2006, p.
43); it is both a sorting process and the first stage in analytic interpretation. In other words,
‘through coding, you define what is happening in the data and begin to grapple with what it
means.’ (p. 46). Similarly, Strauss and Corbin draw attention to the analytical procedure
involved in coding: ‘The researcher scrutinises the data in an attempt to understand the
essence of what is being expressed in the raw data. Then, the researcher delineates a
conceptual name to describe that understanding - a researcher de-noted concept.’ (Corbin and
Strauss, 2008)

The second stage involves comparison across categories to determine how properties interact
In order to capture the analytical insights that emerge during this process Glaser and Strauss
(1967) suggest the writing of memos. Simply put memos are ‘written records of analysis’
(Corbin and Strauss 2008, p. 117) though Charmaz notes they ‘catch your thoughts, capture
the comparisons and connections you make, and crystallize questions and directions for you
to pursue. Through conversing with yourself while memo-writing, new ideas and insights
108

Chapter 6

arise during the act of writing.’ (Charmaz 2006, p. 72). Diagrams are suggested as another
form of engaging with the data to generate comparisons, categorisation, sorting and, most
importantly, understanding the connections between concepts. In turn this should allow
movement towards the prioritisation of higher and lower level concepts and, eventually, core
concepts (or ‘axial codes’) and theory generation.

Thirdly, is the establishment of theoretical saturation, discussed above, which comes after the
cyclical process of data collection and data analysis and when a meaningful theory which
connects the various core concepts has emerged.

And, fourthly, is the stage of writing the theory which, Seale (1999, p. 97) suggests, should
be ‘relatively straightforward’, as ‘categories and their interactions provide chapter headings
or titles of papers, properties provide section headings and the coded data provide plentiful
illustrative examples, which may even be counted so that the reader may assess the generality
of the phenomena described.’

Expressed in this way, grounded theory has the appearance of a coherent methodology which
has an established history (in social science terms), a clear structure and a tool-box of
techniques and procedures to assist a researcher in the complex task of data analysis. And for
these reasons it seemed an obvious choice for my research design, however, my confidence in
the method waivered on several occasions before I was persuaded that this was indeed a valid
approach to adopt. My doubts emerged as my understanding of grounded theory broadened
and one very significant point became clear, that was, despite the strong foundation laid by
Glaser and Strauss in the Discovery book, there were by now various (and competing)
grounded theory traditions including: Classic Grounded Theory (Glaser and Holton 2004),
constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz 2006, 2008; Clarke 2005) and a range of qualitative
researchers that claimed to be using grounded theory on the basis that it employed some
grounded theory devices (e.g. coding, sorting, memoing), yet did not adopt the core
techniques of theoretical sampling or the constant comparative method (Pidgeon 1996, p.79).
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A Journey into Grounded Theory
In my case what seemed, in the first instance, to be a relatively straight-forward choice of
grounded theory as my research design turned into a long process of reading and reflection
before 1 was confident that it was the most appropriate choice. The process was punctuated
by bursts of enthusiasm, anxiety, certainty and indecision, though ultimately it was an
important journey of critical reflection which I hope will be evident in the discussion below.

It was as a systematic, qualitative research tool employed by Cheetham (2001) in his
investigation of collective worship in schools that I first encountered grounded theory, and
which prompted me to read Kathy Charmaz’s book (2006), Constructing Grounded Theory.
Charmaz offered an updated and further developed grounded theory (which she described as
constructivist grounded theory) that was much more sophisticated than I’d first encountered
in the work of Cheetham. With lots of questions beginning to emerge I looked for help from
another source, Corbin and Strauss’ book (2008), Basics of Qualitative Research. What was
immediately obvious was the difference in approach and advice between Charmaz and
Corbin and Strauss. At this stage I experienced a feeling of disorientation, especially in
relation to the processes of identifying concepts and of generating theory. Corbin and
Strauss’ approach was more prescriptive (suggesting 3 specific phases of coding: open, axial
and selective) and more directed towards theory generation. Charmaz on the other hand was
reluctant to speak of theory
My preference for theorizing - and it is for theorizing, not theory - is unabashedly
interpretive. Theorizing is a practice.... The fundamental contribution ofgrounded theory
methods reside in offering a guide to interpretive theoretical practice not in providing a
blueprint for theoretical products." (Charmaz 2006, p.l 28)

These two grounded theory handbooks claimed to offer clear guidance for how to 'do’
grounded theory research, yet they seemed at odds with each other on important points, and 1
found that introductory texts to research methods tended to gloss over the differences
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between varieties of grounded theory, with the result that as a researcher new to grounded
theory confusion quickly set in.

Heeding the advice of both books that the only way to understand grounded theory is to just
do it, I chose some documentary data relevant to my research and began to code. The
documents were five reports produced by the five Education and Library Boards in Northern
Ireland on the issue of inter-school collaborations in their areas and published online as part
of the Entitlement Framework preparation process (of which more later). It was at this point I
purchased CAQDAS computer software (MaxQDA) and began to engage with the hard
reality of what grounded theory ideas meant in practice, employing some of the techniques
recommended by Charmaz, Corbin and Strauss such as coding and categorisation.

While 1 worked with my data, coding, selecting and sorting, over a period of time I began to
be further perplexed at the differences between the different versions of grounded theory 1
had read and whether 1 should use open coding and axial coding (Corbin and Strauss) or
initial coding and focused coding (Charmaz); a conditional/consequential matrix (Corbin and
Strauss) or a messy map (Charmaz). So I continued to read, looking for further guidance and
for reassurance that what I was doing was correct. It was at this point I encountered the
contemporary work of Glaser and Classic Grounded Theory.

Two ‘official’ web-sites provided me with a useful introduction to Glaser’s Classic Grounded
Theory (http://www.iJroundedtheorv.com; http://www.uroundedtheorvonline.com ), and, for a
while, I felt 1 had found the solution to my problems. The websites and a recommended
online article (Glaser and Holton 2004) explained that there was nothing complicated about
grounded theory, that it was only when it was distorted by revisions and changes (such as
those suggested by Strauss, Corbin and Charmaz) that it became confused. In Glaser’s terms
grounded theory is separate and unique from other research methods. Other changes imported
from the wider world of qualitative data analysis (QDA) are, he believes, subversive to the
grounded theory process: ‘When grounded theory becomes laced with QDA requirements, it
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is hard to follow to the point of confusion. Theory development is confused with QDA
description thereby blocking grounded theory generation of conceptual theory.’ (Glaser and
Holton 2004, para. 15). So, all I needed to do was follow the clear guidance provided by
Glaser and his team via his books or training programme and all would be well.

With my optimism at this prospect I was, for a while, able to suppress the reservations I had
about Classic Grounded Theory. Beneath my new-found enthusiasm for Glaser’s brand of
grounded theory I was concerned by several things: the strong marketing element evident on
the web-sites through an emphasis upon training and workshops in the Glaserian method; the
fact that the editorial board and the authors of the official journal, Grounded Theory Review,
showed a remarkable overlap with the authenticated trainers from the ‘official’ Classic
Grounded Theory website (http://www.groundedtheoryonline.com): that Glaser’s
publications came from a single publishing house and that in the last twenty years he has
hardly published in mainstream academic research journals; that Classic Grounded Theorists
always capitalise the term ‘Grounded Theory’ or frequently use the abbreviation GT, as
though the capitalisation grants a certain status to the method; and that much of the writing on
the official websites and in Glaser’s writings is occupied with boundary maintenance and
attempts to draw a clear distinction between Classic Grounded Theory and other forms of
grounded theory, as well as its uniqueness from the wider field of qualitative data analysis.

Only when I enquired about a course from a local Fellow of the Grounded Theory Institute
did 1 begin to really worry about the validity of this approach. In his reply the Fellow made it
very clear that his was not an ‘inclusive’ course - students of any form of grounded theory
apart from Classic Grounded Theory were not welcome. His desire for methodological purity
seemed at odds with my view of what academic debate should be about and the manner in
which academics engaged with each other in conference settings. Certainly, academics have a
habit of gravitating to others who share similar positions and where their ideas have a
welcome hearing, but the exclusion of one methodological variation over another seemed
akin to striving for doctrinal purity and the exclusion of heretical notions within a religious
context. Thereafter the appealing simplicity of the Glaserian approach fell away and the
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exclusivity and narrowness seemed blindingly obvious: ‘GT stands alone, on its own as a
conceptualizing methodology.’ (Glaser and Holton 2004, para. 39)

My worries were confirmed in the strongest of terms when 1 read a devastating and excellent
critique of grounded theory by Thomas and James (2006). In their article the pair concludes:

To use grounded theory involves a rejection of simple understanding. It entails an explicit
denial of what we know and our ways, as practitioners (and as human beings), of making
sense. For grounded theory elevates a certain kind of thinking while it demotes and eschews
other kinds of thinking and understanding. In its hankering after order - with its fracturing,
its axial coding, its categories and sub-categories - it seeks to impose a certain kind of
patterning, shape, and even rationality. Via such procedures it thereby relegates the original
voice - the narrative — of both the respondent and the discussant in the research exercise. By
the super imposition of method, and the ultimate production, supposedly, of theory, it implies
a dismissal of the direct validity and import ofpeople's accounts, such as those children who
fail to adapt to the school system or fail to learn in that system, (p. 790)

The basis for such damning criticism is a critique of three central concepts of grounded
theory: ‘theory’, ‘discovery’ and ‘ground’.

According to Thomas and James (2006) the notion of‘theory' in grounded theory is
confused. In their view ‘theory’ is generally of two types: a) inspiration, when one discovers
something new, sometimes referred to as an ‘A-ha!’ moment, and involves ‘patterning or
accommodation’ (p. 772) or b) explanation and prediction, when researchers can, as a result
of observation and rigorous testing, make certain generalizations. However, they contend,
grounded theory ‘conflates and confuses" these two processes (p. 772) under the guise of
inductive reasoning. Ultimately, grounded theory cannot explain anything; it might help us
understand a social process but the claims made by grounded theory practitioners are
generally grander than this. For example, Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 1) believe it capable of
producing ‘relevant predictions, explanations, interpretations and applications.’
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Secondly, the concept of ‘ground’, suggests a way of conducting research that is informed
solely from the data in the field and uncontaminated by a priori assumptions, including
literature concerned with the area under investigation. There is at best naivete, at worst wilful
neglect, of the role of the researcher as interpreter in the research enterprise. Thomas and
James comment, ‘The problem is that a priori assumptions are uneliminable’ (2006, p. 783).
This is something, they consider, shouldn’t require saying, for it is so obvious: ‘meaning is
constructed by the interpreter. The interrelationship between interpreter and interpretation is
indissoluble; there is no ground, no hidden truth residing somewhere in the data ready to
inscribe itself, just as there is no Lockean tabula rasa in the researcher waiting to be
engraved.’ (p. 782) The idea that researchers can somehow temporarily set aside their
education, emotions, preferences and the rest of their mental lives to discover grounded
theory is simply ‘zany’ (Fish 1994 quoted in Thomas and James 2006, p. 784).

Thirdly, the idea that theory can be ‘discovered’ suggests a modernist view whereby truth
exists in data and with the use of careful procedures can be uncovered: ‘When the word
‘discovery’ is used, the presumption is therefore of the revelation of a solid, disclosable
thing—an entity transcending interpretation... Discovery implies a clean lineage from thing to
thought and an uncomplicated correspondence between the two.’ (Thomas and James 2006,
p. 786). They contrast the use of ‘discovery’ with ‘ invention’ which they perceive to be a
much better description of qualitative research, but which does not suit the high ambitions of
grounded theory, for it implies ‘one unique construction among a plethora of possible
constructions. Inventions are mutable, not static.’ (2006, p. 786)

At the point I read Thomas and James’ article I was convinced that I had made a mistake in
my choice of methodology and felt ready to abandon it entirely. However, in time, and with
further reading and reflection, I came to believe that there is a case that can be made for the
use of grounded theory, if set out in a defined way which takes account of the criteria for
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good qualitative research set out above. It is the task of the next section of this chapter to
make that case.

A Case for Grounded Theory?
There are three key reasons why I believe grounded theory continues, in its constructivist
forms, to be a valid and valuable research method and cannot be dismissed outright in the
way that Thomas and James suggest. My reasons are: pragmatism; research as practice; and
reflexivity.

Pragmatism
There is no perfect methodology, all methodological frameworks are provisional (Seale et al
2007, p. 7), so to reject grounded theory in order to pursue a search for such would be
fruitless. What is important is to enter into the use of any methodology with critical
awareness. In this case that probably begins with the acknowledgement that there is no
‘grounded theory’, if by that we mean, ‘a single, unified methodology, tightly defined and
clearly specified.' (Dey 2007a, p. 80). There is, however, a self-critical research community
where the language and procedures of grounded theory have currency and within which
questions and issues relating to the nature of research in its widest sense or particular aspects
of qualitative research can be discussed and debated. Thus a critical community is ‘enough’
and alerts one to those who say it is not. In this case, those who aspire to methodological
fundamentalism (such as Glaser and Classic Grounded Theory) on the one hand and those
who dismiss the approach entirely (such as Thomas and James) on the other. For the desire
to dismiss it entirely is also a form of methodological purism which denies the value of the
critical community which gives it continuing value. It seems odd that Thomas and James
(2006, p. 787) commend Clarke’s grounded theory study as ‘an excellent analysis of the
American reproductive sciences’, but contend she could have reached the same results
without a grounded theory approach. But the value of such a study is as much the process and
engagement with methodological issues as the results themselves, and if it is possible to
achieve this within grounded theory then why abandon it? Similarly, Thomas and James
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(2006, p. 789) commend the work of Charmaz, saying,

she endorses a wholly appropriate

and interpretivist form of constructivism. What is puzzling is her apparent need to tether this
to grounded theory as a methodological label.’ Again, they see value in this scholar’s work
yet wish to cut her off from the community of practice within which she operates.

What matters is that Charmaz and Clarke exist within a community of healthy criticality, and
engage with developments and arguments in the wider field of research methods (see also
Pidgeon 1996; Pidgeon and Henwood 1996; Dey 2007a). Where certain grounded theory
writers are reluctant to engage in this wider debate, then it is reasonable to have concerns, as
do those within the grounded theory community itself. Clarke (2005) describes the Classic
Grounded Theorists as ‘recalcitrants’ (p. II) and notes that she is in ‘deep disagreement with
many of Glaser’s fundamental(ist) points’. The use of the phrase ‘fundamentalist’, with or
without brackets, is revealing.

A pragmatic approach is, as Seale et al (2007, p. 6) suggest, to be ‘cautious’ about methods
and to focus on practice in a self-conscious and systematic manner. Therefore it is possible
that, keeping in mind the guidelines for quality research discussed earlier, a self-conscious
and self-critical grounded theory (such as Charmaz and Clarke’s constructivist approach) can
yield valuable results.

Research as Practice
In their introduction to the edited volume, Qualitative Research Practice, Seale et al (2007, p.
1) identify three common problems with ‘how-to’ books in qualitative research: the provision
of‘arid principles’ that are not situated within a real context; the failure to acknowledge ‘the
extent to which doing qualitative research is a craft skill’; and an oversimplification of
approaches to qualitative research, usually by way of a ‘progress narrative’, that prioritises
the most recent as the best way. Of course, it is as easy to get sidetracked into theoretical
argument far removed from the practice of research in grounded theory as any other method,
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but, on the whole, grounded theory authors attempt to maintain an emphasis upon practice.
Pidgeon (1996, p. 77) reminds us that Glaser and Strauss’s approach ‘was expressly
concerned to overcome the tendency for the research process to be sterilized by overly rigid
methodological prescriptions.' Charmaz (2006, p. 10) states, '1 treat grounded theory methods
as constituting a craft that researchers practice.' Corbin and Strauss (2008, p. 16) note,
‘Qualitative analysis is something that researchers have to feel their way through, something
that can only be learned by doing.’ And Dey (2007a, p. 92) notes that a significant reason to
employ the use of grounded theory as a research method is its ambition 'to generate theory
that is relevant and practical as well as analytic - what Bent Flyvberg (2001) aptly describes
as 'phronetic' social science.'

The emphasis on practice is also evident from the contents of the numerous handbooks on
grounded theory which provide detailed ‘hands-on’ guidance to coding, memo-writing,
diagramming and so on. The downside is that these authors’ attempts to provide tools for the
job of doing the research can quickly be seen as recipes which are formulaic or prescriptive.
This mechanical/procedural approach is also associated, and some have said encouraged, by
the use of computer assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) designed for use
in grounded theory projects. The software offers tools for coding, sorting and memo-writing,
but it is the ‘code-and-retrieve logic’ (Seale 1999, p. 103) which can be used to sort the data
which can be employed by some researchers in place of comprehensive and data analysis thus
favouring ‘'interrogating' data over 'interpreting' it.’ (Dey 2007a, p. 86)

Yet these dangers with pursuing a procedural and mechanical approach, with or without the
use of CAQDAS, are primarily issues for the researcher to attend to and cannot in themselves
be a reason for dismissing the efforts of an author to make the practice of research
meaningful. Over and over, grounded theory authors draw their readers’ attention to the fact
that the tools they suggest are not recipes or formulas. Charmaz (2006, p. 9) states, ‘1 view
grounded theory methods as a set of principles and practices, not prescriptions or packages.’
And Corbin and Strauss (2008, p. 12) caution their readers from a prescriptive reading of
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their text: ‘No researcher should become so obsessed with following a set of coding
procedures that the fluid and dynamic nature of qualitative analysis is lost.’

Ultimately, grounded theory is a method which has the practice of data collection and data
analysis at its very heart and for this reason can be a powerful tool for investigating the
research questions in this research project.

Reflexivity
The importance of self-criticality has already been noted above in the section on pragmatism
and it is clearly an aspect of good qualitative research. Two features of quality research noted
by Seale et al (2007, p. 9) are: 1) The researcher should demonstrate openness to emergent
issues and 2) The researcher should seek to be transparent and reflexive about conduct,
theoretical perspective and values. Any research method which has potential to encourage
reflexivity must, therefore, be valued, and it is for this reason that grounded theory again can
be seen to be a worthwhile research method. The ‘theoretical sampling’ technique is the
clearest example, whereby the researcher continually evaluates the progress of the data
collection (e.g. the selection of site, participants and research tools) in the light of the analysis
of earlier data. This ‘spirit of self-awareness and self-criticism’ and ‘openness to new ideas’
is, according to Seale (1999, p. 104), ‘often a hallmark of research studies of good quality.'

Yet, in their critique of grounded theory Thomas and James (2006) have little to say about its
reflexive strengths, they are more bothered by the aim of the reflection - an attempt to
uncover hidden truth - yet this issue has been clearly addressed by later constructivist
grounded theorists such as Pidgeon (1996 p. 85):
In the final analysis, constructionist grounded theorists leave far behind them the false sense
of security that comes from a belief in establishing absolute foundations for knowledge in
either the rules of method or direct access to the empirical world. Instead, they enter the
hermeneutic circle of multiple, partial and competing interpretations.
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Examples of the encouragement to adopt the reflexive spirit in grounded theory is present in
other grounded theory approaches and include the specific memoing of personal responses
and the self-declaration of bias (Corbin and Strauss (2008) and the use of respondent
validation (Pidgeon and Henwood 1996)

Miles and Huberman demand that qualitative research be "credible, dependable and
replicable in qualitative terms." (1994 p.2) and that methods of analysis be ‘practical,
communicable and non-self deluding’ (p.l). If reflexivity is transparent and logical (through
the clear articulation and recording of the reasons for key decisions and choices in relation to
theoretical sampling and theory generation) and avoids confessionalism (Seale 1999) it stands
as a significant contribution to the case for grounded theory.

These 3 reasons (pragmatism, research as practice and reflexivity) gave me the confidence to
proceed with my journey into grounded theory, while acknowledging that not all the
challenges made by Thomas and James (2006) were fully addressed. However, the next three
sections on data collection, data analysis and theory generation provide further evidence of
my engagement with the practical and theoretical issues around using grounded theory.

Data collection
One consistent feature of grounded theory is that data collection and data analysis are
intimately interwoven, and this was the case throughout this research project. While I am
giving each a separate title in this chapter in order to lend the text a sense of structure, there
are a number of places where overlap cannot be avoided. This section will primarily deal with
the following key aspects related to the collection of data: working assumptions and prior
knowledge; use of documentary sources; site selection; observation; interviews.
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Working Assumptions and Prior Knowledge
Before any data collection could begin the question of prior knowledge had to be considered.
As mentioned already, in an attempt to counter the perceived deductive tendencies of social
science research, Glaser and Strauss in The Discovery of Grounded theory (1967, p. 37) tell
researchers ‘literally to ignore the literature on theory and fact on the area of study in order to
assure that the emergence of categories will not be contaminated.’ If this was needed then this
was a major problem for me, having spent months reading for my literature review and
having written several draft chapters. Not only that, my professional involvement with
schools, my existing ideas and judgments could not simply be set aside in order to proceed
with my data collection. To attempt to do so would, as Thomas and James (2006, p. 784)
suggest, be an impossibility.

The question of prior knowledge in grounded research is something which has been keenly
debated and a ‘central issue surrounding the Glaser and Strauss controversy.’ (Strubing 2007,
p. 586). Strubing further notes:
The primary point here is not whether previous knowledge should be used in actual data
analysis; the important insight lies rather in how to make proper use ofprevious knowledge...
The attitude calledfor would be to let ourselves be inspired to look in directions indicated by
this knowledge without assuming that this would be the only solution to our research
problem, (p. 587)

In this regard Strubing also refers to the work of Blumer who articulated a similar position by
seeing previous knowledge in research as providing ‘sensitizing concepts' rather than
‘definitive concepts’. This mitigates the ‘potential dominance’ (p. 587) of existing concepts
during the analysis of the data.

While those in the Glaserian/Classic Grounded Theory school maintain the need to remain as
remote from literature as possible prior to the research (Holton 2007; Stern 2007),
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constructivist exponents of grounded theory, such as Lempert (2007) and Urquhart (2007),
see a scrutiny of literature as entirely valid:
In order to participate in the current theoretical conversation, I need to understand it. I must
recognize that what may seem like a totally new idea to me - an innovative breakthrough in
my research - may simply be a reflection of my own ignorance of the present conversation. A
literature review provides me with the current parameters of the conversation that I hope to
enter... it does not, however, define my research. (Lempert 2007, p. 254).

These writers respond to the criticism of Thomas and James (2006) by agreeing that prior
knowledge is ‘uneliminable’, but they do ask that such knowledge be held with a light grasp
rather than a tight grip. This again highlights the reflexive spirit within grounded theory,
especially its constructivist forms: ‘The point is not to avoid preconceptions, but to ensure
that they are well-grounded in arguments and evidence, and always subject to further
investigation, revision and refutation.’ (Dey 2007b, p. 176).

With this in mind I began my data collection informed and ‘sensitized’ by the concepts which
had emerged from my first literature review (Chapters One to Four), though aware of the
need to keep an open mind about these and not to impose them on the data in a fixed way.

However, this was not the end of the investigation of literature and following the majority of
the data collection and analysis it was necessary to return to literature in order to provide
further assistance with the data analysis and with answering the overall research question.
This literature features strongly in Chapters Five and Seven to Twelve.

Use of Documentary Sources
The use of documentary sources refers to a wide range of extant texts which can also inform
the research. These sources can include ‘surveys and official statistics, diaries, photography,
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art and other sources of visual data, the Internet and finally what we have termed other
documentary sources.’ (Pole and Morrison, 2003 p. 49)

Glaser and Strauss (1967) encourage the use of a wide range of sources and Charmaz
underlines their value when treated with a questioning mind; neither elicited texts (for
example, a questionnaire or an internet survey) nor extant texts (for example, policy
documents or an institutional internet site) are to be treated as objective facts, but ‘as objects
for analytic scrutiny’ (Charmaz 2006, p. 39)

Following Corbin and Strauss’ example (Corbin and Strauss 2008) of using documentary
sources as a starting point for grounded theory work I selected a series of reports directly
related to my research question. This was intended as a first step into the data collection and
data analysis process.

As mentioned earlier, the documents I chose were five reports produced by the five
Education and Library Boards in Northern Ireland on the issue of inter-school collaborations
in their areas and published online as part of a Department of Education Northern Ireland
consultation on the Entitlement Framework process (http://www.ef-abp-exercise.org/'). The
Entitlement Framework is a government policy which prescribes the number of subjects
available for each pupil in Northern Ireland to choose from at GCSE and GCE level.
Currently the numbers prescribed are 24 at GCSE and 27 at GCE. Given the current nature
of the school estate in Northern Ireland few, if any, schools are capable of providing these
numbers of subjects on their own. The intention is that schools work together in order to do
so. The Area Based Planning exercise required each Board to prepare a draft area plan that
would outline ‘the most efficient and effective arrangements to provide access to the
Entitlement Framework for young people, from 2013, on a regional basis.’ (DENI 2008, p.
2), offer comments on any areas of potential opportunity and difficulty and, in the plan, to:
•

outline the existing nature of the educational estate;

122

Chapter 6

• provide details ofpast, current and projected enrolments/demandfor the facilities in the
area;
• describe the demographics of the area and assess how the demographics of the area are
likely to change, if at all, over the planning horizon;
• identify any deficiencies in existing provision;
• assess how existing provision is likely to service anticipated demographic changes over the
planning horizon;
• analyse and assess the available information and data, and recommend how the estate
should be configured going forward;
• offer thoughts on potential new governance or structural arrangements; and
• identify, where relevant, any cross-border issues.

(DENI 2008, p. 2).

It was the correspondence between the aims of the exercise and my research questions,
especially in relation to investigating the opportunities and difficulties with collaboration and
sharing, that convinced me to begin my data collection with these documents. The role of
these reports in the overall research can be seen further in the results section.

As well as the use of the specific documentary sources mentioned already, it is important to
mention that a good deal of information about the schools chosen for this research (see site
selection below), such as their stated ethos, mission statement and their involvement in inter
school partnerships was also in the public domain and available for investigation. Attention
was given to the application document which the schools had written as part of the
application procedure for funds from the Sharing Education Project.
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Site Selection
When it came to selecting particular sites for study it was helpful to heed Walford’s advice
that, ‘cases should be chosen because they or the activities in them are intrinsically
interesting or important in themselves, for themselves.’ (2001, p. 16)

In relation to my research questions the interesting and important cases for study were
defined initially as schools which were involved in cross-community collaborations or which
had recently embarked upon forms of sharing through the establishment of‘learning areas’,
‘collaboration programmes’ or ‘school partnerships.’ These schools, it was hoped, would be
involved in exploring and negotiating what sharing means for them in practical terms and
would have some experience of engaging with key concepts identified in the literature
review, such as community, identity and boundary maintenance. The selection was further
refined by the identification of the stated ethos or management type of the school as a key
variable in the research question. Hence, it was decided that it would be most relevant to the
study to ensure that the inter-school collaboration included at least one school from each of
the main school management types in Northern Ireland: Maintained, Controlled (or Voluntary
Grammar), and Integrated.

School collaborations typically involve groups of three or more schools within a specific
geographical area. To begin, 1 chose one school cluster involved in the Sharing Education
Programme (see http://www.schoolsworkingtogether.co.uk/) involving 3 schools: School A
(co-educational, non-selective, Integrated school), School B (girls non-selective Catholic
Maintained school) and School C (co-educational, selective. Voluntary Grammar school).

In keeping with a grounded theory approach, data collection in the field was brief and limited
in the first stage involving several observations of inter-school meetings and interviews with
three senior teachers. This was followed by analysis before further excursions to the field
interspersed with data analysis. Subsequent decisions about site and sample selection were
124

Chapter 6

based on the implementation of theoretical sampling and the details of these processes are
explained in Chapter Seven.

Observation
Observation is a typical feature of much qualitative work, though in a grounded theory
method it has a particular purpose:
Grounded theory ethnography gives priority to the studied phenomenon or process - rather
than to a description of a setting. Thus, from the beginnings of their fieldwork, grounded
theory ethnographers study what is happening in the setting and make a conceptual
rendering of these actions. (Charmaz 2006, p. 22)

In other words there is a ‘probing beneath the surface and digging into the scene’ (p. 23)
which leads to the gathering of‘rich data'.

Much literature on observational research is in general agreement about the need for clarity in
specifying what is being observed prior to the visit (e.g. Burton and Bartlett 2005, p. 137), yet
a grounded theory method emphasises openness to observing phenomena as it arises.
Charmaz (2006, p. 24) states that the only structure that is needed is the use of some key
questions to guide the observations, such as:
IVhat is the setting of action? When and how does action take place?
What is going on? What is the overall activity being studied?
How are actors [research participants] organised? What organisations effect, oversee,
regulate or promote this activity?
How are members stratified? Who is ostensibly in charge? Does being in charge vary by
activity? How is membership achieved and maintained?
What practices, skills, stratagems, methods of operation do actors employ?
Which theories, motives, excuses, justifications or other explanations do actors use in
accounting for their participation?
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Clearly there were ethical dimensions of observations which needed to be attended to. As
Burton and Bartlett (2005 p. 131) note, ‘Observing can in some situations be regarded as a
form of snooping so the teacher researcher has to consider who needs to be aware that the
observation is taking place and what its purposes are.’ To this end I ensured that my research
had ethical approval from the appropriate University committee and that, prior to my visits, I
agreed a contract with teachers stating the nature of my participation and involvement during
observations (see Appendix 4).

1 observed inter-school teachers’ meetings and inter-school events where pupils participated
in Science and Maths activities related to the sharing education project.

Observations were recorded by hand on a tablet laptop (HP TouchSmart tx2) and the
observation notes converted to typed text and uploaded to MaxQDA.

Interviews
Cohen et al (2007, p. 349) note that the interview is ‘a flexible tool for data collection,
enabling multi-sensory channels to be used: verbal, non-verbal, spoken and heard.’ Among
the advantages of using interviews as a research tool is that ‘they allow for a richer and more
probing question format’ (Burton el al 2008, p. 80) than questionnaires. Indeed, intensive
interviewing is a key tool in the grounded theory researcher’s tool-bag as Charmaz notes:
Intensive qualitative interviewing fits grounded theory methods particularly well. Both
grounded theory methods and intensive interviewing are open-ended yet directed, shaped yet
emergent, and paced yet unrestricted. (Charmaz 2006, p. 28)

Pidgeon and Henwood (1996, p. 90) also note, ‘Grounded theorists are acutely aware of the
potential dangers of overly directive interviewing in cutting off interesting theoretical leads or
rich data and in unwittingly loading assumptions into the questions that are asked.’ So. for
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example, it was more appropriate in my study to ask, ‘How did you come to be involved in
inter-school collaboration’ rather than 'How did you decide to be involved in this project?’
The latter presumes that the individual made a choice whereas the former is more open and
allows the participant to piece together the factors which led to their eventual involvement,
which may or may not have been of their own choosing. But, it is important to be aware that
this open approach is not unproblematic, so reflexivity was vital, and was captured as part of
the memo-writing process. An example of this reflexivity is given in Chapter Seven where a
memo describes reflection on the frequent comment made by teachers that there were ‘no
issues’ with working together and therefore no contentious matters of a sectarian nature in the
project. A consideration within this memo is that the questions being asked are the wrong
questions and this informs adjustments in the collection and the analysis of the next phase of
data.

Similar to the observation process, ethical issues required attention here. Interviewees were
asked to provide written consent at the beginning of the interview and the conditions under
which this permission was granted was clearly explained.

Interviews were recorded on a digital voice recorder and subsequently transcribed and
uploaded to MaxQDA for coding purposes.

Data analysis
There are several specific processes used within grounded theory for the analysis of data,
these are: coding, memo writing, creating diagrams and theoretical sampling. At an early
stage in my data collection and analysis I decided that using Computer Assisted Qualitative
Data Analysis Sofware (CAQDAS) would be helpful in the analysis process. Ann Lewins
(2007, p. lOf) notes that, at the most basic level, the benefits of using software for qualitative
research are ease of access and ‘closeness’ to data, as well as the ability to organize and
structure large amounts of data. While at a more advanced level, the user is provided the
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opportunity to work with data in varied formats (text, image and sound) and to interrogate the
data in a multitude of sophisticated ways, depending on the package being used. However, as
Kelle (2007) reminds us, it is important to be modest in the claims made about what can be
achieved using CAQDAS. Despite the claims of some manufacturers the software is not
capable of theoretical analysis or hypothesis testing, yet it can offer help with exploiting data
to the full in simplifying laborious and time-intensive clerical tasks.

For my purposes I required a standard CAQDAS package that would help me with the core
activities of organization and exploration of my data. After a brief period of investigation and
experimentation with a few of the best known CAQDAS packages (NVivo, Transana and
MaxQDA) 1 found MaxQDA most suitable for my purposes based on ease of use and level of
sophistication. As my data collection and analysis progressed it assisted me, specifically, in
organizing my coding, keeping memos, generating diagrams and retrieving text for easy
analysis and comparison.

Coding
The basic features of coding in grounded theory have been outlined above, however there are
some difficulties with coding which need to be discussed and I intend to explain the process
as I employed it in my own data analysis in the light of this discussion.

Coding is a standard feature in much qualitative research which attempts to analyse and
interpret texts. In simple terms, ‘Codes are tags, names or labels, and coding is therefore the
process of putting tags, names or labels against pieces of the data.' (Punch 2009, p. 176)
however, within grounded theory, coding has a further function which Holton describes as
‘conceptual abstraction’ (2007, p. 272). But, how does the researcher identify these concepts,
and what is the relationship between the code and the data?
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For Glaser neither of these questions pose much of a challenge. By close scrutiny of the data,
while keeping in mind some key questions, the researcher will find that codes will ‘emerge’.
These key questions are: ‘What is this data a study of? What category does this incident
indicate? What is actually happening in the data? What is the main concern being faced by
the participants? What accounts for the continual resolving of this concern? (Glaser and
Holton 2004). Once the initial coding is done the constant comparison technique forces the
researcher to move to greater levels of abstraction and eventually to identify a core category
around which the end theory is organised.

There are two main points to be addressed here - the ‘discovery’ of categories and the
narrowing process in working towards a core category. With regard to the notion of
‘discovery’, Thomas and James (2008), as we have seen, are highly critical of this and Dey
(2007a) too is nervous about the claims made by Glaser for discovering categories in the data,
as though they pre-exist in the data as fixed discoverable entities. For Dey, 'categorization is
always approximate and provisional, and relative to the vagaries of experience.' (p. 87) and
he refers to the work of Hamad who notes that categories are ambiguous and open to
continual revision in the face of what he calls 'confusable alternatives' (Harnad 1987 cited in
Dey 2007a p.87).

It is not that it is impossible to code text in a conceptual way, but the researcher must
acknowledge that they are not somehow transcending the data but are making sense of it in
their own way. In other words, 'Categories are never simple representations, since they
invariably depend on an underlying cognitive context that informs category judgements and
invests them with meaning... meaning is created, not 'discovered'.' (Dey 2007a p. 88)

A second issue is the reductionist nature of the coding process whereby researchers
increasingly narrow the number of categories, eventually to reach one core code, around
which the theory is built (see Punch’s diagram of this, 2009 p. 1 89). However, this tendency
may mean that valuable material is dropped along the way or that the researcher feels forced
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to provide a totalizing theory which does not do justice to the complexity of the data and its
empirical reality.

Kelle (2007) prefers to see the coding process as one of putting flesh on a skeleton, where the
bones are already-existing ideas (or ‘explanatory accounts’) noted in literature or arising from
our own experience, and the flesh is the detailed data which is hung on the broad themes (p.
452). Indeed, this was much closer to the process I adopted, more by default than by design.
Having spent many months reviewing literature on how to code I experimented with a few of
the suggested techniques in grounded theory handbooks to see which ones helped me explore
the data in a conceptual and analytic manner that got beyond a summary or description of
themes in the data. This included the ‘line-by-line coding’ suggested by Charmaz (2006,
p.50f) and the four-fold questioning technique of Strauss and Corbin (2008 p. 69f.) (They
suggest that data can be interrogated in four forms: sensitising questions; theoretical
questions; practical questions; guiding questions).

Yet the outcome was that, very quickly, I began to employ the language of the literature
which had occupied me for so many months during my literature review in my analysis of the
initial texts. The themes of sharing, common education, community and so on seemed to help
me to describe what was present in the data. Nonetheless, 1 was at the same time conscious
of the need to avoid simply fitting the data into pre-defined categories, and found Charmaz’s
advice on coding extremely important: ‘remain open to what the material suggests and stay
close to it.’ (2006, p.50).

In practical terms I quickly became aware of the potential data overload produced by the
micro-coding techniques suggested by Charmaz, Strauss and Corbin and so the advice of
Allan (2003) brought a welcome practical and coherent solution. Allan suggests the use of
key point coding (p. 2) in line with Glaser’s (1992) view whereby key points, rather than
individual words, are identified and form the basis for the development of conceptual
categories which represent several, or possibly many, key points.
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Memos
I found the use of memos to be extremely valuable in the analysis of data. Indeed, memo
writing was a habit that I became dependent on as the core activity in the analysis process.
To begin with memos were elaborations of my codes but as the analysis progressed they were
used more for engaging with the data to generate comparisons, categorisation, sorting and,
most importantly, understanding the connections between concepts. Indeed, I found myself
needing to use various types of memos, these were: standard, theorizing, methodological and
ethical. Standard memos were reflections on the data; theorizing memos were memos which
sought to make connections and comparisons across standard memos or attempted to develop
the analysis to deeper level; methodological memos were comments and reflections upon the
data collection process and thoughts about future data collection (this assisted greatly in the
‘theoretical sampling’ technique used in grounded theory); ethical memos were personal
reflections upon issues relating to research ethics.

Charmaz (2006) suggests a couple of techniques for memo-writing including ‘free-writing’
and ‘clustering’ as well as a form of Glaser and Strauss’ ‘constant comparative’ technique.

I shared many of these memos with my supervisors as a way of demonstrating my process of
analysis and in turn they became re-written and re-shaped to form the foundation of the two
chapters which deal with the detail of the analysis - Chapter Ten and Chapter Eleven. In
some places, however, 1 have used selected memos as a form of evidence in my discussion.

Diagrams
Despite the caution expressed about qualitative research that depends upon intuitive insights
of the researcher, it is widely acknowledged that a creative element to data analysis can be
highly valuable. One such recognized tool is the use of diagrams to ‘play' with the concepts
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and so to generate comparisons, categorisation, sorting and, most importantly, understanding
the connections between concepts. The use of diagrams has been a regular feature in many
grounded theory books and articles, although Clarke has exploited their use most fully in her
version of grounded theory, situational analysis (Clarke 2005), and she believes they
maximize the reflexive thrust of constructivist grounded theory. Maps help us ‘to see things
afresh’, to make ‘assemblages and connections’ and are devices for ‘analyzing relationality’.
In summary:
Mapping is a fundamental cognitive process - we can 'just do it Mapping opens up
knowledge spaces. Maps are great boundary objects - devices for handling multiplicity,
heterogeneity, and messiness in ways that can travel. Maps work well as spatial and temporal
narratives. Maps allow unmapping and remapping. (Clarke 2005, p. 30)
In particular, use was made of positional maps, social worlds diagrams, situational maps and
matrices. Where necessary, some explanation of these devices are provided within the text
where they are used.

Generating Theory
We must begin this fourth section, once again mindful of the criticisms of Thomas and James
(2006), this time in relation to theory. They not only believe that there is a lot of‘theory-talk’
and little substantive theory in grounded theory but that there is a deep confusion over what
theory actually is. Along with their criticisms of the concepts of‘ground’ and ‘discovery’
they believe that grounded theory is prey to the ever-present trap in the history of social
research, ‘the search for explanatory phenomena which become accessible via a neutral
observation language wherein the observer rises above the merely contingent and
interpretable.’ (p. 779).

I believe that three points need to be made in relation to these criticisms. First, that, in my
experience, it is true that there is plenty of talk about grounded theory with few actual
substantive theories in evidence. Charmaz (2006, p. 133) suggests that there are 8 forms of
outcome observable from grounded theory research (an empirical generalization; a category;
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a predisposition; an explication of a process; a relationship between variables; an explanation;
an abstract understanding; a description), though it is clear that a number of these bear little
relation to the two definitions of a theory provided by Thomas and James (2006). Pidgeon
and Henwood (1996) and Corbin and Strauss (2008) concur that many grounded theory
projects stop short of achieving anything close to a theory. Yet they feel this is not a failure, it
is simply that the grounded theory process has several elements and not all of these may be
appropriate or necessary for the researcher. What is important, Corbin and Strauss suggest, is
that qualitative researchers choose which elements of a grounded theory approach are suitable
for their purposes, whether they be hoping to achieve ‘thick and rich description’ in their
work, ‘delineating basic themes’ or ‘developing a grounded theory’ (Corbin and Strauss
2008, p. 16). With this in mind 1 want to be specific about what this research has set out to
achieve. It has the purpose of providing rich and thick descriptions, of coding at conceptual
levels, and of understanding abstract relationships and processes, it has also aimed at
generating theory. Though, this claim to generate theory must be read alongside the next
point.

Second, a helpful distinction can be made between discovering theory and creating theory.
Glaser continues to maintain that theory is ‘a set of carefully grounded concepts organized
around a core category and integrated into an hypotheses’ (Glaser and Holton 2004, para. 41)
which emerges from the data. However, others have articulated an approach to theory
making that attempts to respond to the concerns of Thomas and James. This has been in the
form of a constructivist grounded theory which has changed the outcome of grounded theory
from the development of‘substantive and formal theories' to ‘provisional analytics and
grounded theorizing as an ongoing process’ (Clarke 2005, p. xxxiii). Pidgeon notes:
It makes no sense to claim that research can proceed either from testing prior theory alone or
from a 'pure' inductive analysis of data. In the case ofgrounded theory, in particular, what
appears to he the discovery or 'emergence' of concepts and theory is in reality the result of a
constant interplay between data and the researcher's developing conceptualizations, a flipflop between ideas and research experience (Blumer, 1979). This sort ofprocess is better
described as one of theory generation (rather than as one of discovery), something which is a
central aspect of the social practice of science, as well as use of the grounded theory
technique. (Pidgeon 1996, p.82)
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It is in this sense of theory as provisional, analytical and part of a process that I wish to
express the outcome of this research project. Thus, in accordance with Charmaz’s view,
‘rather than discovering order within the data, we create an explication, organization, and
presentation of the data.’ (2006, p. 140)

Third, theorizing is an ‘activity’ and ‘grounded theory methods provide constructive ways to
proceed with this activity’ (Charmaz 2006, p. 134). The ‘activity’ she is referring to is
coding, memo-writing, theoretical sampling and mapping. In my own case these core tools of
grounded theory have provided a practical way into the collection of data, a structure for
analysis, a focus upon reflexivity and a critical community of methodological research with
which to engage.

In many ways these three points return us to Seale’s criteria for quality research (Seale 2007),
which emphasizes the need for clarity in purpose, in method and in outcome, which 1 hope
this methodology section has reasonably satisfied. Although, one more element requires
consideration in any discussion of the outcomes of research, that is, the extent of the validity
and reliability of the results. Glaser and Strauss (1968) address this issue by saying that if the
results are properly grounded they are necessarily valid, this is captured in their idea of‘fit’,
that is the theory should make sense to those being studied. For most researchers this seems
unfortunately brief and inadequate advice and their supervisor and/or ethics committee is
likely to agree with Pidgeon and Henwood (1996, p.86) who caution that grounded theory
procedures 'are not tantamount to standard tactics or rules which, if followed, could act as
guarantees of truth.’

To avoid these dangers they suggest some key criteria for helping to address issues of validity
and reliability (Pidgeon and Henwood 1996, p.88):
1.

Was respondent validation attempted?

2. How well documented was the process of analysis?
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3. Were concepts linked together in justified ways?
4. Was the problem of reflexivity (the role played by personal, ideological and
cultural assumptions in knowledge) addressed?

To this end my results include: evidence of how decisions were made, and on what basis,
when carrying out theoretical sampling; reference to memos on reflexive issues, where
appropriate; and a verification process.

Conclusions
To conclude this section on methodology it is important to note that my thinking and practice
evolved as the research progressed. Having been through my journey of enthusiasm to doubt
and then to critical caution of grounded theory, I felt it was important to find ways to
maintain a degree of criticality to the method as I proceeded, to avoid the temptation of
following it mechanically or of reifying its qualities. I allowed myself a degree of flexibility
and selectivity in the use of grounded theory. This seems to be close to what Seale et al
(2007, p.8) mean by recommending that a research method should include reflexivity in its
own procedures and extends Clarke's idea of situational analysis to the method of grounded
theory itself, that is adopting situation appropriate methodology. Some final reflections on
methodological and theoretical issues are therefore provided in the final chapter.
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Chapter Seven: How the Research was Carried Out

Introduction
Following on from the discussion of the research methodology, this chapter provides a more
detailed breakdown of how the phases of research were conducted as well as a consideration
of ethical and methodological issues that arose during the period of the research. A summary
is provided in Table 3 (below) which shows the research tools used, the date of the data
collection and the observation context or the participants involved.
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DATE

RESEARCH TOOL

May/June
2009
2/09/10
8/09/10
15/09/10
16/09/10
29/09/10
29/11/10
10/01/11
19/01/11
19/01/11
16/04/11
17/04/11
1/05/11
14/05/11
15/05/11
15/05/11
1/06/11
7/06/11

Coding of Documentary
sources
Orientation Meeting
Observation
Observation
Observation
Observation
Interview
Interview
Interview
Observation
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Interview
Observation
Observation

21/06/11
23/06/11

Observation
Observation

30/06/11
19/01/12

Interview
Observation

10/06/12
10/06/12
18/06/12

Interview
Interview
Observation

OBSERVATION CONTEXT OR
RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS

Project Manager
Central Implementation Group
Central Implementation Group
Central Implementation Group
Central Implementation Group
Senior Teacher 1
Senior Teacher 2
Senior Teacher 3
Central Implementation Group
Assistant Project Manager 1
Assistant Project Manager 2
Assistant Project Manager 3
Teacher 3
Teacher 4
Teacher 5
Central Implementation Group
Event at Science Park (W5) involving 450
pupils and teachers from all three schools
Central Implementation Group
Inter-school KS3 Maths Event for Yr8 pupils
of Schools A, B & C
Project Manager
Joint KS3 RE event (inter-faith video
collaboration) Schools D & E
Teacher 8
Teacher 9
Joint KS3 RE event (workshop on inter-faith
dialogue) Schools D & E

Table 3: A Timeline of the Data Collection

Key:

Phase 1
Phase 2
Phase 3
Phase 4
Phase 5
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Phase One: Piloting the Methodology
The first phase involved preliminary work on documentary sources which in two ways was
concerned with providing an entry to the field of study. Firstly, it was an attempt to
understand the arena of sharing education in a broad perspective in Northern Ireland before
turning to focus upon a specific site of collaboration in other phases. Secondly, it was an
opportunity to pilot the software (MaxQDA) and analytical processes required of the
grounded theory method.

The documentary sources chosen were five area reports written by the five education and
library Boards in Northern Ireland as part of a review of area based planning in 2008. As
explained in Chapter One, the government introduced legislation in 2006 that required
schools to offer an Entitlement Framework , a wide range of subjects at Key Stage 4 and
post-16 (24 and 27 subjects respectively), partly with the intention of making schools work
together in order to provide this broad. Having given schools initial guidance in 2005 (DENI
2005), brought in appropriate legislation in 2006 and issued the results of an Independent
Strategic Review on the future of schools in the same year (ISRE 2006) the Department felt it
necessary in 2008 to carry out an assessment of inter-school activity in Northern Ireland,
including gathering evidence of sharing or collaboration that already existed and identifying
the work which still needed to be done in order to achieve the requirements of the Entitlement
Framework by 2013. This review was carried out by an independent review group, chaired by
a former principal, Adeline Dinsmore and it was the reports produced by the Education and
Library Boards for this review body that were identified as a suitable starting point for the
collection and analysis of data (http://www.ef-abp-exercise.org/index.htm). Not only do the
reports give a snap-shot in time of collaborative relationships between schools in Northern
Ireland, they are a rich source of facts, opinions and ideas concerning possibilities, problems,
opportunities and threats to sharing in education.
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Coding of the five reports, using the initial processes outlined in Chapter Six (initially lineby-line coding and then key point coding), resulted in identifying sixty-one different codes.
After several readings of the material, regular memo-writing and careful re-examination of
the codes, there was an attempt to develop conceptual categories. The aim was not to simplify
but to identify a conceptual language that would allow an exploration of the codes in further
depth. The three main conceptual categories used were: identity and purpose, boundary
maintenance and sharing. The process of memo-writing, reflection and re-drafting of
memos resulted in three extended memos on each concept. The reflection process was aided
through the use of three techniques recommended by Clarke (2005): social worlds’ analysis,
situational analysis and positional maps. These were developed alongside the memos and
provided complementary angles and insights on the data. Social worlds’ analysis gave a clear
understanding of the context within which the question of sharing in education is being
conducted. Situational analysis using a situational map gave an overview of the arena of
investigation. Positional maps assisted in clarifying the range of opinions articulated by the
reports on a number of core categories, and relationships between these.

Phase Two: Stepping into the Field
Having carried out analysis of the Area Based Planning documents in Phase One it was time
to gather data from the schools in my sample: School A (co-educational, non-selective,
Integrated school), School B (girls, selective, Catholic Maintained school) and School C (co
educational, selective. Voluntary Grammar school).

Phase Two involved data collection in two main forms: observation and interview. Between
9/09/10 and 19/1/11 observations were made of five meetings of the Central Implementation
Group and during the same period interviews were carried out with a senior member of staff
from each school consisting of two Principals and a Vice-Principal. The interviews were
semi-structured around six core questions (see Appendix I). The interview recordings were
transcribed and, along with the observation notes, were coded using MaxQDA.
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Importantly, and following the advice of Channaz (2006) in relation to theoretical sampling,
the coding was a continuation of the process carried out in Phase One. Within each of the
three key conceptual categories codes were expanded with new data and code memos were
developed further. In other cases new codes were introduced, as a result of which, the
conceptual categories were enriched and extended. Similar to Phase One, both positional
maps and situational maps (Clarke 2005) were helpful in exploring connections between the
various codes and drawing out conceptual themes, and in one case these were complimented
by the use of a qualitative data analysis matrix (Miles and Huberman 1994 p. 93). A key
concern during Phase Two data analysis was the attempt to understand relationships between
concepts and to generate some theoretical perspectives on the emerging data. This was in line
with the advice of several grounded theory writers (e.g. Charmaz 2006; Dey 2007; Pidgeon
1996) who identify these as the core activities of grounded theory data analysis.

During the many hours spent analysing data during the second phase of my work I became
aware of two methodological issues. Firstly, the coding system was in danger of becoming
very complex and cumbersome. While the software (MaxQDA) had enabled me to work in
an organised way with the data, it still amounted to a significant quantity of documents, codes
and memos. As a result, 1 took several online tutorials offered by the manufacturers of the
software to enable me to have a better grasp of the tool. This allowed me to set in place
several procedures to ensure consistent techniques in coding and memo writing in order to
manage the remaining data effectively.

Secondly, the shape of the field work element of the data collection could be seen more
clearly where, having started modestly I was now working towards my most extensive period
of data collection before I expected to limit the quantity of data collected again.
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Phase Three: Understanding How the Teachers Shared
The data collected in this phase were six interviews and two observations. The interviews
were with teachers who had various responsibilities within their school for the Sharing
Education Project. This included those with general responsibility for management of the
Sharing Education Project in their school (Assistant Project Managers) and those with
responsibility for leading curriculum-based projects such as the CREST award or the EcoSchools club. The observations were of one planning meeting of the central implementation
group (C1G) (1/6/11) and one ‘celebration event’ (7/6/11) at which four hundred and fifty
pupils from the three schools worked on joint projects. The interview questions (Appendix 1)
were those formulated after the theoretical sampling process at the end of Phase Two. As
before, the interview recordings were transcribed and, along with the observation notes, were
coded and analysed using MaxQDA

Moving into this third phase my intention was to strengthen and deepen specific aspects of
the conceptual understanding of the categories identified in Phase Two in order to improve
the analytic story provided there. According to Charmaz, the general trend as the analytical
writing progresses must be to ‘whittle and smooth’ categories and to ‘collapse’ sub-categories
(Charmaz 2006, p. 159). However, as my analysis progressed into Phase Three I had a sense
that I had moved too quickly in conflating codes into a tripartite system with the result that 1
had over-simplified things. Slowly, and reluctantly, I realised that the coding structure was in
need of significant adjustment, as the following methodological memo indicates:
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Methodological Memo Phase Three
As Phase 3 has progressed I have been forced to stand back and take a fresh look at the
overall coding system and I realise that I have been coding in a very linear fashion, trying to
place each code within a single category on the basis of a 'best-fit' choice. During my analysis
the coding grew in a tree-like structure as follows:

-Subcode
-Subcode

Code

-Subcode
Category
-Subcode
-Subcode

Code

-Subcode

I have been aware that there are connections and overlaps between categories but, at times,
this has been more a source for confusion than clarity as 1 have tried to see a connection
between whole categories rather than individual codes or sub-codes. What I now realise is
that the codes are more free floating than 1 have allowed for and that they need not be tied to
a single category. It is true that certain codes have stronger explanatory power than others and
these could be said to have the potential to become dominant narratives, but there are many
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potential stories to be told and the codes may be used with equal validity in any of these
stories. For example, the code 'outcomes' has up to now been placed within the 'Sharing'
category but a case could be made for it to be part of the 'Identity and Purpose' category as it
includes many pieces of data about the perceived purpose of the Sharing Education project. A
second realisation is that to have only three main categories, as I have been working with, is
rather limiting and there are many more possibilities for theorising than I have perhaps
allowed for. Certain concepts such as 'Bridging', 'Fit' and 'Leadership' have gathered
conceptual depth through my analysis but, because they are not categories, have not been
given enough prominence. An obvious conclusion from this reflection is to rearrange the
structure of my analysis and my reporting of it in the following ways:

- change the shape of the coding structure by removing the current high level categories
- to use the coding software in a more flexible and creative way
- to identify a number of codes which, by the richness of the data surrounding them, provide a
narrative thread or jumping off point for theorising about the data.
- to employ process coding (Saldana 2009, p. 77). This involves placing an emphasis upon
social processes in the text. Charmaz suggests this is helped by using gerunds - for example,
rather than 'communities of schools' I could use 'belonging'.

A challenge in doing this is to know how many stories or dominant themes to have. Presently
I see the following as standing out: fit, bridging, purpose, identity, avoidance, outcomes,
leadership. Others might be belonging, becoming, befriending, learning.

Following this reflection, and with the help of additional insights into the coding process
from Saldana (2009), the coding structure was thoroughly revised in several stages. Firstly,
all existing codes (including their memos and associated text) were re-examined. Where an
emphasis was needed on the social process some were re-named, where there was duplication
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some were removed, and where greater clarification was needed memos were updated or re
written. This sorting process also helped in deciding which themes would become the new
top level categories. The original core categories (Sharing, Identity and
Purpose, Boundary Maintenance) were removed and a flatter structure
was created meaning there were no longer three top level categories but
eight (see Fig. 1) Saldana (2009) refers to the ‘classifying, prioritizing,
integrating, synthesizing, abstracting, conceptualizing’ involved in such
a review and revision process as Second Cycle coding whereby

B «rO Code System
SI Ci Achieving
El -i'Ci Aiming
!+] '•Ci Avoiding
El

C2 Bridging

El
E)
El
El

O Fitting
Q Guarding
->G Leading
G Struggling

Fig. I Phase Three Code System

earlier codes become increasingly complex.

Immediately this new system of coding was a vast improvement on the old, but a way still
had to be found of making the whole system less rigid and compartmentalised. The
CAQDAS software (MaxQDA) allowed for this by providing a straightforward method to
duplicate sub-codes (and the related text segments) and place them under as many of the
eight categories as necessary. The advantage of using this system meant that a code could be
in any or all of the main categories. This is illustrated below (Fig. 2):
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Category A

Category B

code 3

Category C

code 4

Fig. 2 Hon Codes were Categorised

An example of this can be seen in the categories ‘aiming’, ‘achieving’ and ‘bridging’ (Fig. 3).
‘Aiming’ and ‘achieving’ share a significant number of sub-codes such as staff development,
widening horizons, choice and mobility. On the other hand there is much less correspondence
between either ‘aiming’ or ‘achieving’ and ‘bridging’, although there is some. For example,
‘collaborative learning’ and blended learning are common to ‘achieving’ and ‘bridging’ while
‘virtual contact’ is common to all three.
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Fig. 3 Examples of Coding Trees

What this emphasises is the observation made in the memo above, that there are many ways
in which the data can be interpreted and many of the elements are overlapping or
interconnecting. On the whole, the data provides a story about sharing, but there are many
ways in which the story can be told. At this stage, eight points of entry or eight theoretical
perspectives on sharing that could be substantiated from the data. Using codes to form an
analytical story or theory in this way is described by Saldana (2009, p.36) as ‘code-weaving’.

Given the scale and significance of the re-structuring to the analytical system that took place
during Phase Three the question of theoretical sampling and, by consequence, the future
direction of the research needed to be given careful consideration. At this stage, it was
important to recall what Corbin and Strauss said about theoretical sampling:
The purpose of theoretical sampling is to obtain data to help you explicate your categories.
When your categories are full, they reflect qualities ofyour respondents’ experiences and
provide a useful analytic handle for understanding them. In short, theoretical sampling
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pertains only to conceptual and theoretical development; it is not about representing a
population or increasing the statistical generalizability ofyour results (2008, p. 101)

As I finished Phase Three the challenge was to, once again, identify where there were gaps in
the theoretical system and whether any of the categories could be considered ‘full’ or
‘saturated’. But this only brought a further question into sharp focus: how does the researcher
determine when a category is saturated? Corbin and Strauss (2008, p. 263) describe it as:
The point in analysis when all categories are well developed in terms ofproperties,
dimensions and variations. Further data gathering and analysis add little new to the
conceptualization, though variations can always be discovered.

The term ‘saturation’, to my mind, provides a misleading image; one which Dey (quoted in
Charmaz 2006, p. 114) describes as an ‘unfortunate metaphor’. Saturation suggests a point
beyond which it is not possible to add anything further. It is very difficult to say that an
entirely full conceptual understanding has been reached, a point beyond which it is
impossible to go. If it is possible to continue to find variation, it is reasonable to suggest that
the variation may potentially broaden the understanding of a concept. A more appropriate
way to define the point at which a researcher stops may be something like ‘conceptual
density’. To reach conceptual density is not to reach a final limit, beyond which it is
impossible to achieve new insights, but it is to reach a sufficient depth of understanding that
can allow the researcher to make some conclusions; Dey (quoted in Charmaz 2006, p. 114)
coins the phrase ‘theoretical sufficiency’ to describe this. The idea of‘conceptual density’ is
also in-keeping with the arguments made earlier in the methodology chapter on seeing
grounded theory as a process of‘theorising’ rather than the creation of objective theory.

The question then became - at what point can it be said that the researcher has reached
sufficient conceptual depth? From my experience of coding and memo writing by the end of
Phase Three, I was able to suggest that most (though not necessarily all) the following should
pertain in relation to the key categories of the analysis of a ‘saturated’ concept:
I. The concept must be demonstrably part of a rich network of concepts and themes in
the data within which there are complex connections.
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2. A wide range of evidence can be drawn from the data to illustrate the concept.
3. Ambiguity in the concept is understood by the researcher and used constructively to
articulate the richness in its meaning.
4. The concept makes sense in relation to existing literature in the area being
investigated. This is a controversial claim for grounded theory, which for many
should be solely dependent upon what emerges from the data. But if what emerges
from the data is conceptually remote from any other ideas or theories in the academic
literature, it has to raise serious questions in the mind of the researcher. If, however,
there is resonance with existing literature (overlaps; similarities of language and
metaphor etc.), albeit with variations and novelties, this can be used as further
confirmation that a sufficient conceptual depth has been reached.
5. The concepts stand up to testing for validity or credibility using an appropriate test for example ‘negative case’ (Corbin and Strauss, 2008, p.84) or ‘applicability’ (Glaser
and Strauss 1967, p.237-250)
Understood in this way I believe that 1 could claim ‘conceptual depth’ for my key categories
using points 1-3; indeed I was in no doubt the process of data analysis carried out to that
point provided sufficient proof that all these elements were present in relation to these
concepts. However, there was a need for further work on points 4-6 in order to satisfy my
own criteria for conceptual depth and to test the value of the findings.

Criteria 4: A Return to Literature
The issue of how to deal with literature within a grounded theory project has already been
touched upon in the methodology and it was noted that for this researcher it was neither
possible nor entirely desirable to ignore literature before engaging with data collection and
analysis. However, there was an effort to avoid reading during the data collection/analysis
period itself and not pursue literature directly relating to sharing education. However, after
Phase Three, in order to know whether there was overlap with existing literature, it was
necessary to return to an investigation of literature. It was at this point that the literature for
Chapter Six on Sharing Education in Northern Ireland was carried out.
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Criteria 5: A Return to the Field?
A return to data collection was also necessary for two reasons: to continue to fill the gaps
identified in the Phase Three data analysis and, secondly, to address the issue of validity.
Following the suggestions of Glaser and Strauss (1968) and (Corbin, Strauss 2008) two tests
for validity were considered at this point: ‘negative case’ and ‘applicability’.
A negative case test is one in which the ‘the analyst seeks to explain the positive cases that
possess the outcome of interest by contrasting them with negative cases that lack the
outcome.’ (Mahoney and Goertz 2004) In the context of this research it would involve
looking at schools that were not involved in formal collaboration to see if the positive
findings from th is research were absent there. However, negative case testing of this kind is
not generally part of the grounded theory approach, where the collection of data is dictated by
theoretical sampling, nonetheless a modified form of negative case testing for grounded
theory is suggested by Corbin. Corbin (quoted in Charmaz 2006, p. 102) notes that ‘Where
they [negative cases] emerge from within the data they can help the grounded theory
researcher to understand variation in a category and come to 'analytic density'. However,
where they are imported they simply serve to distract the researcher from focussing upon
their data’. In my own research there was no obvious evidence of a ‘negative case’ emerging
from within the data and so the second test for validity was considered - applicabiltity.

Applicability
Applicability could be described as being when the concept illuminates the data in a way that
rings true to those who have experience of the social context of which it speaks.
In my own research applicability may be exercised in two ways - either, to return to the
original interviewees to check if the findings make sense to them, or to look for similar
situations of sharing in education to determine whether the concepts are in some way
transferable. Given the context of the Sharing Education Project that the schools involved in
this research are part of, there were a range of other school clusters involved in sharing
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projects where data could be collected, though in a less intensive way. It was decided,
therefore, to look for opportunities for a suitable site for this data collection. This became
Phase Five of the process and is described below.

Phase Four: a Return to the Field
Phase 4 involved returning to the field in order to ensure sufficient conceptual depth for
aspects of my theoretical system and, at the same time, to attempt to fill out gaps identified in
my previous phase.

Data collection in this phase involved two observations and an, in-depth interview with the
project manager. The observations were of one C1G meeting (21/06/11) and one Maths event
in School B (23/06/1 I) involving all Year 8 pupils from the three schools. The interview
schedule included questions raised in Phase Three, in order to check for conceptual
sufficiency, as well as new questions designed to address gaps identified in the conclusion to
the data analysis chapter on Phase Three.

This phase of research again provided another rich source for data analysis where conceptual
categories were expanded and gaps addressed. I have no doubt that further interviews with
other teachers and at a different time period in the project’s development would yield yet
more insights, but the research process had to have a point of closure. According to grounded
theory this point is conceptual ‘saturation’. As noted above, at the end of Phase Three I
identified some difficulties with this idea but argued that it would be possible to identify
‘sufficient conceptual depth’ as a point of closure in the research process. Of the 5 criteria
that were established for achieving sufficient conceptual depth, this phase of data collection
and analysis provided me with further confidence that I had achieved the first 3 of these
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criteria (complex connections, wide range of evidence and an understanding of conceptual
ambiguity), however, the fourth and fifth remained. They were:
The concepts make sense in relation to existing literature in the area being
investigated.
The concepts stand up to testing for validity or credibility using an appropriate test
So, these were addressed in Phase Five through an evaluation of the conceptual system in the
light of literature and after further interviews in other sharing education contexts.

Phase Five: Verification
The two steps in this final phase, noted above, allowed not only for the five criteria of
conceptual sufficiency to be satisfied but also brought a conclusion to the grounded theory
process by the identification of two overarching codes (axial codes) (Corbin and Strauss
2008, p. 195) and the firming up of an ‘analytic story’ (Corbin and Strauss 2008).

Having maintained a certain abstinence from theoretical literature around issues raised by the
conceptual study (such as community, sharing, cosmopolitanism, identity and practice) I
spent many hours pursuing relevant literature, especially around the social theories of
Wenger (1998), Wenger and Lave, and Engestrom (2009) and their theoretical constructs,
‘communities of practice’ and "activity theory’. As will be shown in Chapter Eight, the
underlying assumptions of these theorists correspond significantly with that of the grounded
theory approach with its emphasis upon social context. Engagement with this literature also
aided in providing insights and, most importantly, confidence in drawing conclusions from
my data in the final analysis. At this stage the two axial codes identified were ‘framing’ and
‘activity’ and the analytic story that flowed from these is set out in Chapters Nine and Ten.

The selection of the site for the final interviews was also influenced by the reading above and
reflection upon the nature of‘communities of practice’. Within the realm of qualitative
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research the purpose of verification is not to universalise the validity of the findings (or in
this case the analytic story) but to provide credibility to the theorising and ascertain if the
propositions might be considered as reasonable conjectures. In light of the fact that the
analytic story set out in Chapters Nine and Ten contains not only rich and thick descriptions
but analytical conjecture upon the possible direction of the conceptual processes, and taking
the perspective from Wenger and Engestrom that the social processes within communities of
practice or frameworks of activity have a future oriented trajectory, it seemed reasonable to
ascertain if the conceptual framework developed from within this research on a reasonably
young collaboration would ring true in a more well-established sharing partnership. The
feasibility of such an approach is also supported by Yin’s (2003, p. 37) argument for the use
of‘analytical generalization’ in determining the external validity of case studies. As a result
the site chosen was of two schools that have a well-developed history of working together
prior to their involvement with the Sharing Education Programme. One school is a
Controlled (mainly Protestant) school and the other Catholic Maintained. Both are
academically non-selective, service a rural community and have a reasonably small number
of pupils.

The data collection involved two visits to observe joint activities taking place within one of
the schools and an interview with two members of staff. The joint activities were organised
by the RE departments for Year 9 pupils who were taking part in a video-link with other
schools. The interview was with two members of staff who worked closely together in
coordinating the SEP programme in the school at Key Stage 4. The outcomes from the data
collection and its analysis are included in the conclusion of Chapter Twelve.

Methodological/Ethical Issues
It was noted in Chapter Six that methodological issues would be kept under review as the
research progressed and it is necessary therefore to mention, briefly, several critical points
when reflection on the methodological process came to the fore. Firstly, as I implemented the
ethical procedures at the beginning of Phase 2 when I entered the field of research; secondly.
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as I reflected upon my position as researcher at the end of Phase 3; and, thirdly, after I had
concluded the data collection and was reviewing the ethical processes in the final analysis.

Implementing Ethical Procedures
On beginning the data collection during Phase 2 1 was mindful of the ethical principles that
should underlie the conduct of researchers in a research-setting such as those set out by the
British Educational Research Association (BERA 2011) and the Economic and Social
Research Council (ESRC 2012) in their advice to researchers. In particular, 1 was conscious
that while I was to visit schools as a part-time researcher I could not be detached from my
professional position as a teacher-educator. In line with the advice that ‘any conflicts of
interest or partiality must be explicit’ (ESRC 2012, p.2) I raised this issue when seeking
approval from my University Ethics Committee and, as a result, 1 was very conscious of the
need to conduct myself with integrity and to ensure that in all my dealings with teachers I
sustained the foundational principle of respect (Mertens 2012). In practice this meant that I
underlined the ‘confidentiality of information... and the anonymity of respondents' (ESRC
2012, p. 3) orally and in writing through the signing of consent forms (this included all
members of meetings 1 observed and all interviewees). It also meant that formal permission
was sought from school principals for my attendance at meetings and other events associated
with the shared education project. However, implementing ethical procedures does not end
when consent forms have been signed and, in keeping with my commitment to apply an
ethical approach throughout the research process, I used the memoing process (explained in
Chapter Six) to keep ethical concerns under review, as shown in the following two sections.

My Position as Researcher
As I analysed the text during Phase Three 1 was caused to reflect upon my own line of inquiry
and my own position as researcher. This arose as I worked on the analysis of a phrase ‘there
are no issues’ which recurred several times in interviews. The following memo is what I
wrote on this:
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Methodological note on ‘There are no issues’ memo
'There are no issues'. This could mean several things:
- No risk-taking in terms of reconciliation work, so no issues of difference come to the
surface
- The schools can work together with no issues because of the extensive common ground that
exists around curriculum collaboration and this knowledge, in the case of STEM subjects, is
uncontested.
- Blindness to issues
- Avoidance of diversity/reconciliation issues
- 1 am asking the wrong questions
- 1 am looking for something that doesn't exist or, at least, is not recognisable to those
participating in the collaboration

On these last 2 points it is worth reflecting on the words of Zen Buddhist Master, Dogen: ‘To
study the Buddha way is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self.'
(www.genjokoan.com) In some ways there is a similar point here that could be made about
detailed qualitative research. To conduct grounded research is to study others in detail, but to
study others is to study yourself (and to reflect back upon the questions you are asking - what
does my research say about me and about my agenda, about what I hope to find.) Looked at
in this way my data collection and analysis is also a self-study, my own self-reflection upon
sharing, bridging and reconciliation. But Dogen's observation says that this has an end: to
study oneself is to lose oneself. This might seem to suggest that the result of such study is
pointless and meaningless, but in the Buddhist worldview losing oneself does not mean
arriving at confusion, misunderstanding and nihilism. Well, actually it might, but the eventual
outcome he is pointing to in this statement is that self-study reveals how deeply inter
connected we are with all others; that there is no part of us that can be understood in isolation
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from others and our surroundings. Dogen actually expresses this as: ‘To forget the self is to
be actualized by myriad things.’ It is in this sense that one loses oneself and, if we continue
the comparison with research, to lose the self in research is to perceive that the researcher is
the subject of the research and at the same time there is no researcher, just all of the
influences, experiences and causations that brought the researcher to formulate the question,
the data collection and the data analysis in this particular form. It could be said that the highly
reflexive nature of grounded theory is particularly conducive to bringing one to this
understanding, which is very different from the sense of grounded theory as discovering
hidden objective truth in data, as excavating clearly defined theory which lies just beneath the
surface of everyday language and actions, or the view that grounded theory researchers must
strive to be 'uncontaminated' by avoiding existing theoretical perspectives before they enter
the field of data collection. Rather, the retlexiveness of grounded theory leads to the
realisation that theories are provisional deeply interconnected with the researcher and, by
consequence, the context of the researcher and the data collection. Thus it is better to speak
of'theorising' and to indicate that grounded theory includes within it an element of selfreflective writing by the researcher. While this may be construed by some as self-indulgent
or superfluous to the real business of research, it may help the researcher to acknowledge
their own biases and to attune themselves in a different way to the data and the voices of the
participants. In my case I also believe it has pushed me to look for stronger evidence. Of
course I could never eliminate my own prejudices, suspicions and arrogance from work but it
has helped me identify these personal perspectives and to ensure that any theorising is based
upon evidence from the data that I have collected.

As Seale ( 1999) notes, grounded theory

•demands a rigorous spirit of self-awareness and self-criticism, as well as an openness to new
ideas that is often a hallmark of research studies of good quality.' (p. 104)

Similarly Keller (2010) states: ‘Importantly, our quest for knowledge is not only restricted by
our suppositions, but it also actually requires these restrictions because of the nature of
conducting research... these restrictions are propositional, ethical, structural, functional and
technical. This organizing structure assists in understanding how the various aspects of
research unite to form an overarching perspective on generating new knowledge and
assessing its worth.’ (p. xi)
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In relation to taking my work forward from here this discussion in effect asks me to ask
myself what I really think when I'm asking my interview questions. When I look back at
some of my questioning or my responses to participants during Phase Two and the start of
Phase Three I perceive certain 'hidden' views:
- MY JUDGING: When people say 'there are 'no issues' I wonder if it is because the project
hasn't grappled with any difficult reconciliation issues or attempted really meaningful
collaborative learning.
- MY SUSPICION: Is everyone being honest with me? 1 suspect there is dishonesty about the
level of pupil engagement and, from the Principals in particular, a dishonesty about the value
they really place on this work.
- MY PREJUDICE: some of the Grammar school teachers (mostly anonymous at this stage)
see the work as insignificant at best and detrimental to a focus on core business, which seems
to be a demonstration of their arrogance and single-minded focus on exam results
- MY ARROGANCE: these teachers and principals don't understand the basic issues at stake
- why/how their schools are different; the consequences in the long term for jobs/ethos/school
management.
- MY DESIRE TO BE LIKED AND NOT TO OFFEND: 1 have been clear about my support
for the project and have projected a view that it is 'highly successful'. E.g APM1 interview
(para 20 Well it has been very obvious to me when 1 have sat in on the meetings that there
has been a very strong interpersonal connection between everybody.)

The question is whether these hidden views are insights which may be true or prejudices and
stereotypes. In order to ascertain this it is important that the 'hunches' contained here (1-4) are
tested in the next stage of data collection.
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I have included the Memo here in full to demonstrate the nature of the memo-writing process
but also to demonstrate the importance of this type of writing to the grounded theory
approach. Certainly the decisions reached as a result of such reflections had a direct impact
upon the direction of the research. Whether it has made the research more credible or
transparent I can only let the reader be the judge.

Reviewing my Ethical Processes
Looking back on the ethical processes used through the research at the end of the data
collection I felt happy that 1 had upheld the principles of integrity and respect that I had
identified as so important at the outset. Indeed, I was also struck that adherence to these did
not mean that my relationship with the participants was legalistic or distant. Of course,
independence is of fundamental importance to quality research, but adherence to it need not
rule out the development of positive relationships with participants in research. For example,
Mertens cites the view that “close relationships with the local community can ensure that the
appropriate people will be supportive and able to provide expertise, endorsement, and
guidance for the research. (Ginsberg & Mertens, 2009, p. 596)” (cited in Mertens 2012, p.
25). And, as I looked back at my observations and interviews, I saw that sustaining a balance
between the observance of the rules and procedures of research ethics alongside the building
of relationships with teachers through our common experiences of education in Northern
Ireland enriched the quality of my data collection. In particular, I believe the honesty of the
responses from the Project Manager in my final interview with him would not have been
achieved without the building of a positive relationship during the course of the data
collection.
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Chapter Eight: Understanding the Situation of Sharing

Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to provide a clear picture of the context within which the
research took place. The merit of this will be obvious on one level in that it enhances the
reader’s understanding of the data analysis, but on another level this is important because it
was a key element in the data analysis process for the researcher and an integral part of the
methodological approach. Much in the way a new member of a workplace must become
aware of their place within a complex social environment, the new researcher must become
attuned to the way in which the research participants interact with their social world. The
chapter opens with a rationale for such an approach using the work of Clarke, Wenger and
Engestrom and then, using two grounded theory tools (a social world diagram and a
situational map), sets the scene for this particular research process.

The Social Context of Sharing
While grounded theory has from the beginning been intensely interested in social interactions
between actors in a research setting, the importance of the actors’ wider social context was
given explicit recognition in the work of Clarke (2005) who highlighted the fundamental
significance of the fact that actors and their actions cannot be separated from their social
worlds. Awareness of these worlds, according to Clarke (p. 113), can encourage the
researcher to deepen their understanding of the social processes under investigation in the
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field of study, a core aim of grounded theory. Indeed the need to attend to the wider social
context, particularly in sites of learning, has also been affirmed in the theoretical perspective
of Wenger and Lave (1991) and Wenger (1998; 2000; 2009) in their work on ‘communities
of practice'. It has also been confirmed in other studies on sharing education including
Gallagher and Carlisle (2010) and Hughes el al (2010).

But, it is important to acknowledge that a social context approach of this kind is underpinned
by a set of theoretical assumptions like those set out by Wenger (1998, p. 4) or WestBurnham et a! (2007, p. 58f.) which sees knowledge as socially constructed (something that
emerges from joint activity); learning as participation in ‘communities of practice’; and
meaning-making as a core activity of membership which inevitably has an impact upon a
member’s identity. Indeed, the recognition of these underpinning values was an important
moment in the analytical process in Phase Five of the research process, described in the
previous chapter, for it made it possible to identify the complementarity of a grounded theory
approach with a social context approach, and also to connect this with the wider debate on
liberalism and communitarianism.

In drawing together the discussion on liberal and communitarian differences at the end of
Chapter Four, we noted the pivotal importance of the discussion around the goods of
community which Kenneth Strike, Walter Feinberg and Eamon Callan attempted to address.
Strike’s desire was to see a middle-way alternative to the either/or dilemma between
community and individualism represented by the clash of communitarianism and liberalism.
This is possible, he suggested, by adopting a dialogical approach, of the kind also favoured
by Callan (1997), where fellow citizens are ‘people with whom we are connected as members
of a common polity with whom we must engage in dialogue in order to make mutually
satisfactory arrangements for our common good.' (Strike 2000b. p. 138)

This perspective is also close to a Habermasian view of community. Whereas a community
may represent social stability and security for the communitarian, it represents restriction of
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freedom, moralising tendencies and nostalgia for the liberal. Habermas overcomes this
duality in community with the concept of community as communication (1984), where
community is a place for communication, deliberation, reflection and critique. In this view
community does not constrain the individual but sees him or her as an active agent of shared
meaning-making. Delanty explains the position of Habermas succinctly:
The notion that truth can be arrived at only in a deliberative manner and settled by consensus
is the kernel of Habermas' theory of communication. It is this idea that leads him to reject
communitarianism and to look to an alternative and more communicative form of community.
If community is what is shared, this must take a communicative form. This is the implication
of Habermas theory of communicative action. It also points to the transformative idea of
community as the bringing to expression of communicative competences. Community is
never complete but is cdways emergent. (Delanty 2003, p. 115)
’

Similarly, Wenger’s definition of a community of practice is one not primarily based on
structures and forms of authority or tradition but on shared practice:
The life of a community ofpractice as it unfolds is, in essence, produced by its members
through their mutual engagement, it evolves in organic ways that tend to escape formal
descriptions and control. The landscape ofpractice is therefore not congruent with the
reified structures of institutional affiliations, divisions, and boundaries. It is not independent
of these institutional structures, but neither is it reducible to them. (1998, p. 119)

While his definition is not overly prescriptive, he sets down some requirements for a
community of practice: a shared repertoire, joint enterprise and mutual engagement (Wenger
1998, p. 73). He suggests that where there are loose associations between communities of
practice they can be viewed as ‘constellations’ (p. 127). A constellation is where two
communities of practice share certain discourses, activities and styles, (p. 128) but the
overlap between the two is not strong enough to create a shared community of practice.

Applied to the site of inter-school collaboration at the centre of this study we might say it is
more accurate to see the schools as communities of practice and the inter-school
collaboration as a ‘boundary activity’ with other schools that are in the same ‘constellation’.
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In general, the idea of communities of practice offers a valuable perspective on understanding
school collaboration, and some of Wenger’s insights will be used to deepen the analysis in
Chapters Nine, Ten and Eleven, although it is important to note that some criticisms have
been made of this approach. In particular, Illeris (2002, p. 143) makes the point that ‘it lacks
the perspective of conflict’. In this regard the work of Engestrom, which comes out of the
dialectical tradition, may be instructive.

Drawing on the activity theory approach of Engestrom (2009), Gallagher and Carlisle’s
(2010) research uncovered the influence of multiple professional agencies within the
‘context’ of an area learning community in Northern Ireland. According to Engestrom a
context is an ‘activity system’:
An activity system integrates the subject, the object, and the instruments (material tools as
well as signs and symbols) into a unified whole. (Engestrom 1996)

Interestingly, Engestrom’s approach provides not just an affirmation of the need for a
researcher to take account of social context but provides core principles which can, for this
particular research process, have the potential to inform an understanding of the data at a
theoretical level. Engestrom (2009) notes five principles of activity theory. First, that a field
under enquiry, such as the inter-school collaboration project in this study, must be understood
at the level of an activity system; individual and group actions are subordinate to the activity
system. Second, an activity system contains ‘multi-voicedness’ (p. 56) as a result of the
division of labour. Third, the possibilities and challenges for activity systems ‘can only be
understood against their own history’ (p. 57). Fourth, activity systems contain contradictions,
that is, ‘historically accumulating structural tensions within and between activity systems’ (p.
57), which can produce changes and developments. Fifth, at certain moments in time there is
a chance of‘expansive transformation’ (p. 57) when ‘the object and motive of the activity are
reconceptualised to embrace a radically wider horizon of possibilities than in the previous
mode of the activity.’ (p. 57)
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As well as these five principles of activity theory, Engestrom proposes the view that, where
participants within an activity field experience contradictions, they may not be able to simply
overcome these and move forward in a linear path; they may find themselves in a ‘double
bind’. In some cases from his research he identified a ‘sideways move’ (2009, p.71) whereby
participants created, elaborated and refined new concepts that allowed for a change which led
to further reconceptualising of issues that, over several sideways moves, transformed the
situation.

Engestrom’s activity theory also points to the value of including the historical elements of the
story of sharing in the data, as has already been attempted in earlier chapters, as well as
recognising the significance of conflict in the social context.

The importance of attending to the social world of participants in sharing is also a key finding
highlighted by Hughes et al (2010) in their work. They draw attention to this in their
research on the Sharing Education Programme (p. 59). Speaking about their own research
findings they state:
The qualitative research begins with the ‘lived experience ’ of contact for pupils in different
social, political and historical circumstances. The research subsequently contributes to
contact literature by offering alternative explanations for contact effectiveness or lack thereof
that are grounded in the reality ofsocial relations beyond the contact encounter. In so doing
it raises important challenges for policy makers that move beyond putative issues of how
encounters should be structured to maximise effectiveness. Thus, in the urban context,
improving the relationship between the school and the local community could provide a key
to generating greater harmony between the conflicting value sets that currently inform
resistance to contact and impede the potential for contact to extend beyond school-based
meeting.

To understand the situated nature of our research it is, therefore, important to pay attention to
the wider aspects of social influence and the dynamic at inter-personal level as well.
Helpfully, Clarke (2005) has constructed two tools for the grounded theory researcher which
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help to do both these things when exploring social context: a social worlds diagram and a
situational map. Both were employed as part of the data analysis process of the research and,
as can be seen, helped to open the researcher’s field of vision and deepen an understanding of
the context for the activity of sharing observed. The value of this exercise will also be
noticeable from the discussion within the data analysis chapters (Chapter Ten and Chapter
Eleven) where the social perspective will be evident.

The Social World of Sharing Education in Northern Ireland
To understand sharing in education in Northern Ireland it is axiomatic to say that one must
understand something of the historical, social, educational and political landscape and it was
important to raise an awareness of these in the mind of the researcher as he progressed into
the field. This was done through the creation of a social worlds diagram (Fig. 4) after the
initial coding was carried out on the Area Based Planning reports.
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The social worlds diagram provides an indication of the complex collective patterns operating
in the field of study.
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The diagram shows the many factors that touch on the arena of sharing in education, the
focus of this research, although, in reality the picture is much more complex as there are
overlaps and connections that are not included. For example, the Education and Library
Boards (ELBs) are shown on the right, but these have a direct connection with the
Department for Education (DENI) and with schools, although the nature of this relationship
differs from school type to school type.

As mentioned in Chapter Six, the three schools in the study were part of a funded Sharing
Education Programme (SEP). The schools had submitted a joint application for funds in
December 2009 to help them develop a three year project aimed at developing Science,
Technology, Engineering and Maths (STEM) across the schools at Key Stages 3, 4 and 5
through curricular and extra-curricular activities. The application was successful and the
project commenced in September 2010. The size of the project was significant and involved a
large number of staff, pupils and outside agencies in working towards a number of specific
targets: the establishment of several new accredited programmes (CREST for year 8; Maths
Short Course for year 9; CoPE with STEM award; GCSE Engineering and Electronics; AS
Electronics), the introduction of a number of ICT tools (the design and development of
weblogs; use of Science Across the World website and Black Cat Spider software),
supporting staff development and the promotion of reconciliation through contact between
young people of different religious denominations.

Due to the need to write a detailed application in order to secure funding for the project, the
planning was of a very high level and consideration was given to a wide range of issues
before the collaborative activity began. For example, consideration was given to the
leadership of the project and how it would link to the management teams in each school,
communication within and between schools, the organisation of the shared activities, the
connection between this project and existing forms of collaboration (such as Area Learning
Partnerships) and the ways in which the project could be made self-sustaining.
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The project manager was a senior teacher from School C. He chaired a Central
Implementation Group (CIG) and was assisted in the organisation of the project by three
assistant managers, one from each school. Each assistant manager functioned as a bridge
between the Central Implementation Group and his or her individual school, where the
projects were managed on a day-to-day basis by project leaders.

To go further in explicating the situation of the research it is useful to refer to the situational
map created by the researcher following the advice of Clarke (2005).
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A situational map was used twice in the data collection and analysis process, the first during
the Phase One and the second during Phases Two and Three. It was the second of these that
proved most valuable, and is included above, as it summarises some of the key elements that
contributed to the basic processes of sharing within the inter-school cluster.

The situational map provides a summary of some of the organisational factors around the
field of research related in the narrative above, but it also raised awareness of certain
interesting aspects of what I was seeing and hearing which facilitated the coding and analysis
of the data. For example, the issues on which the participants were silent could have been
easily missed, but with the use of the situational map, attention was drawn to the fact that
there is avoidance of certain issues in this context, particularly around school survival, long
term impacts of sharing and, at times, reconciliation issues; the inclusion of‘major debates’
was helpful in keeping an eye to wider issues that were often in the background; the emphasis
upon discursive constructions (including, ‘trust’, ‘key people’, ‘fit’, ‘not at any cost’ and
‘keeping people on board’) was of value in conceptualising the data, and laid the foundation
for the development of the eight core conceptual categories through the coding process.

Eight Conceptual Categories and Two Axial Codes
Actors within the sharing education arena in the educational domain of Northern Ireland are
involved in a range of key social processes which can be summarised under eight headings.
None of these processes exist in isolation but in collaborative activity they interplay in
multiple ways with each other and with wider socio-political factors, including the process of
defining aims and possible outcomes. Thus what it is possible to share changes as the activity
of sharing proceeds. The opportunities for and obstacles to sharing move and shift through,
among other things, defining aims and assessing achievements; building bridges and guarding
territory; engaging in and avoiding sharing; working for the common good and satisfying
self-interests; struggling against challenges and running with opportunities. The eight
headings used in the research to summarise the key social processes were:
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1. Aiming - The process of defining aims and framing the purposes for the collaborative
activity.
2. Achieving - Reaching or failing to reach goals as well as generating unexpected or
unintended outcomes. Perceptions and experiences of the outcomes from collaborative
activity include widening pupils’ horizons, professional development for staff and
improved community relations.
3. Avoiding - Dealing with difficult issues such as reconciliation by silence, diversion or
in a superficial manner.
4. Bridging - The process of building relationships, engaging in professional exchanges
and shared activities and developing collaborative learning opportunities.
5. Fitting - Whereby individuals and groups make sense of collaborative activity in
relation to their own personal and professional interests in ways that provide a
motivation for collaboration and encourage commitment to it.
6. Guarding - Ways in which aspects of ethos, values or certain school-specific activities
are preserved such as maintaining separate authority, refusing to share certain subjects
or activities and pursuing survival strategies.
7. Struggling - How practical and logistical challenges are managed (for example,
transport, timetabling, resources and teachers’ time)
8. Leading - The process of exercising leadership in ways that can add to or detract from
collaborative success. This can include top-down or distributed leadership and is
significantly dependent upon communication.
During the final stages of analysis the technique of axial coding (described in Chapter Six)
was used to identify connections between the conceptual categories at a top level (what
KirchofFand Lawrenz (2011 p. 251) describe as ‘super categories’). These were labelled
Framing and Activity.
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Fig. 6 Core Conceptual Categories

An understanding of the choice of these categories will be part of the discussion in each of
the subsequent chapters, but having made the decision to follow this division it was very
interesting to note that they came close to Wenger’s (1998) division of material in his book
Communities of Practice, into two main sections: Identity and Practice. In this way the
return to literature, as described as part of Phase Five in the previous chapter, provided a
confirmation and a confidence that the analysis was congruent with other theoretical
perspectives.

As we turn now to the core of the analysis, these two axial codes and the conceptual
categories associated with them, provide a structure for the discussion: Framing will be the
focus in Chapter Ten and Activity of Sharing in Chapter Eleven.

Chapter 8

Conclusion
Through this chapter the significance of paying attention to social context for the grounded
theory researcher has been shown. This is not merely informative in terms of background
knowledge but is a core part of the methodological approach which prioritises an
understanding of social processes. Examples were provided of how two specific tools were
used by the researcher to deepen an understanding of the complex social processes present in
the arena of sharing education in Northern Ireland and, subsequently, facilitated conceptual
categorization of the data.

But this chapter has also brought us to an important juncture in the overall discussion within
this thesis, for the emphasis upon social context and social processes has illuminated an
overlap in various theoretical positions examined within this investigation so far. It has
identified a point of convergence where debates within political philosophy, discussions of
the historical and educational context, and methodological perspectives have coalesced
around a social theory approach and certain assumptions about knowledge and identity that
are constructivist and so, to an extent, it is central to our argument, as shown below:
1. Standard forms of liberalism and communitarianism offer competing responses to the
question of sharing in education based on opposing priorities between the individual
and the community.
2. Understanding liberal views on a spectrum from Might’ to ‘heavy’ creates conceptual
space for creative responses to this dilemma. In particular, heavier conceptions of
liberalism provide an attractive response to the challenges from communitarianism
through a proposal for education based on dialogical communities and the creation of
critical citizens. They also emphasise sharing in terms of education rather than
schooling and accordingly draw attention to common education as engagement in a
discursive, dialogical community rather than merely being present in a location that
plays host to plural identities. In this way we are drawn to understand common
education at the level of interaction and social processes.
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3. This investigation can be enriched through empirical research, particularly in a site,
such as Northern Ireland, where examples of separating and unifying forces in
education are at play in very explicit ways.
4. A Grounded Theory approach provides a suitable methodology for understanding
common education in terms of basic social processes.
5. An approach of this kind contains certain assumptions about knowledge and these are
made explicit in the work of Wenger, among others. This theoretical perspective
means that analysis of the data requires attention to be given to actors as meaningcreators through interaction with each other and within their socio-historical context.
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Chapter Nine: An Overview of the Findings

Introduction
This chapter provides an overview of the results from the empirical work with an emphasis
upon the interaction and overlap between the two axial codes: framing and the activity of
sharing. The intention is to provide a narrative of the findings which will then be explored in
more depth in Chapters Ten and Eleven.

The Analytic Story

A favourite question asked by critical audiences of any research that purports to employ a
grounded theory methodology is ‘What is your theory?’ So, mindful of the caveats I have
already set down in my discussion of this methodology, it is reasonable at this stage to offer
an analytic story based around a series of propositions, with the proviso that this is one
possible story among several.

The first proposition is that inter-school collaboration involves two core processes, the
framing of sharing and the activity of sharing.

‘Framing’ is when actors within the inter-school collaboration activity made sense of their
involvement through processes of representation and negotiation. In our study the aims of
collaborative activity were framed around pupils (widening horizons, opportunity), teachers
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(professional development) and schools (integrity, ethos). The process of framing inevitably
involved conflict and tension around competing aims, motivations, values and priorities, for
example: institutions versus children, instrumental learning versus communicative learning,
school ethos versus an area vision.

The ‘activity of sharing’ involved the implementation and outworking of the aims of the
shared activity; it was sharing in practice: the decision-making, the giving, the taking, the
organising of events, the meetings, the design of learning tasks, the leading, the creating, the
planning and the teaching. In this study four main areas were identified which were at the
heart of the activity of sharing: ‘collaborative learning’, ‘leading’, ‘bridging’ and ‘struggling’.

A second proposition is that both elements of framing and activity are fundamentally
linked.

In setting out the separate concepts it was possible to see their interdependence. Several
specific examples of this are present in the data and are illustrated below:
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Framing

Activity

Widening horizons

Learning together

Fitting

Bridging

Guarding

Leading

Common good

Cosmopolitan activity

Table 4 The Interplay of Framing and Activity

When asked to explain and rationalise their participation in sharing and collaboration,
teachers and principals framed their responses using the terms such as those on the left, but
these aims were often expressed in provisional and qualified ways and, through close analysis
of the data, it was possible to identify particular activities which overlapped with and
impacted upon the framing of sharing.

The resulting interplay is close to what others, such as Edwards (2005) and Engestrom
identify in Vygotskyian studies of professional practice which emphasise a dynamic
exchange between thinking and acting or internalisation and extemalisation. Vygotsky
described this as ‘mediation’. This has become a basic analytical tool of Cultural Historical
Activity Theory (CHAT), termed a mediational triangle (Edwards 2005, p. 173; Engestrom
2009), and is illustrated below (Fig. 7).
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Mcdiational Tools and Artefacts

Acting Subjcct(s)

The Object that is Being Transformed

157 Mcdiational Triangle

At a basic level this diagram represents the fact that in order for our internalised intentions
and ideas to be externalised they must be mediated through social means. As an individual we
may choose to act in order to solve a problem, to satisfy a need, to respond to the emotional
state of another or for a multitude of other reasons. The individual is the subject and the
problem, need or other person is the object. However, the act is mediated through what
Engestrom calls tools and artefacts. These may include forms of language or concepts but
they might also be physical objects which, through tradition or convention, are deemed
suitable for the task. At the outset of the act these tools and artefacts exist as a resource, but
tools and artefacts are also produced as a result of the act, so they are constantly being
renewed and re-shaped. We might use the teacher (subject) in this research who wanted to
establish an after-school club for pupils (object) as an example. The founding of the club was
mediated through a multitude of tools and artefacts, including educational language, an
existing club ‘template’ (the Eco-schools organisation), professional forms ot
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communication, personal relationships with pupils and tried and tested tools of leading a
group, from the use of email to the booking of rooms.

In other words, the mediationa! triangle provides a way of understanding the connection
between the internal self and the external world from the level of a single, brief act to one that
is part of a series of acts and potentially extended over time.

To say that framing and activity are linked is also to say that they transform each other. This
was illustrated by the fact that teachers altered and changed the original outcomes of the
collaborative work in the light of what occurred within the collaborative activity. For
example, once the club was established and began to function, the reactions of the pupils and
the outcomes from certain events forced the teacher to rethink the original purposes of the
club. In other words, framing was on-going and adaptive. This also leads appropriately to
the next proposition:

Framing and activity take place within a social context. The social context is historical,
and is both wide and narrow, that is, it incorporates a system of activity that is both
public and personal.

The social context for this research is illustrated in detail in the social world diagram and
situational map included in Chapter Eight and need not be reproduced here, but it may be
helpful to note that this proposition is also close to Engestrom's theoretical approach. Beyond
the basic dialectic of mediated action, Engestrom has extended his activity theory to
illustrate how mediated acts are part of a system including rules (legal and social),
community (others within the sphere of activity) and the division of labour (a person’s status
or their level of expertise). This is represented by Engestrom in diagrammatic form as
follows:
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Activity system

Instruments,
Mediating artefacts

Rules

t ig. 8 Kn«cstrom's Activity System

So, for example, in terms of a teacher participating in a shared collaboration project, any
individual action is dependent upon their position of authority (division of labour), what
others within his or her community are doing or not doing (community) and the rules (legal
and social) governing what is acceptable or appropriate. Thus, in relation to an individual
teacher’s actions, Engestrbm confirms what we identified in the data, that when a teacher (or
pupil) participates in shared activity they are both constrained and enabled in their activity by
a range of factors such as their status, the rules in their job contract and the values or ethos of
the community.

Fourthly, where collaboration takes place between schools of different ethos,
circumstances are created that produce particular constraints and opportunities.
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These circumstances are what Wenger in his work on Communities of Practice might
describe as the boundaries between constellations (Wenger 1998) or what Engestrom (2009)
might call the interface of activity systems. While this image of interacting systems is
helpful, in this study it was evident that characteristics of the sharing environment were
frequently described at the personal level and were focussed upon issues of‘trust’, ‘shared
understanding’ and ‘friendship’. Using the concept of‘relational agency’ Edwards (2005)
draws attention to the importance of such interactions at the interface of activity systems
when individuals come together to carry out joint activity.

At the heart of this joint activity, she believes, is the need to work alongside others and make
sense of activity together. For Edwards this 'relational agency’ can be defined as:
A capacity to work with others to expand the object that one is working on and trying to
transform by recognising and accessing the resources that others bring to bear as they
interpret and respond to the object. It is a capacity which involves recognising that another
person may be a resource and that work needs to be done to elicit, recognise and negotiate
the use of that resource in order to align oneself in joint action on the object. (Edwards 2005,
p. 172)

Edwards believes that the interface between activity systems creates particularly interesting
conditions for joint activity whereby,
a wider range of concepts or other resources are likely to be deployed on the object or
problem space than is the case with individual action and it is more likely that the object is
expanded; learning experienced and conceptual tools in turn refined. (Edwards 2005, p. 174)
In such circumstances relational agency helps us to understand that teachers need to possess,
a capacity for interpreting and approaching problems, for contesting interpretations, for
reading the environment, for drawing on the resources there, for being a resource for others,
for focusing on the core objects of the professions whether it is children’s learning or social
inclusion.(Edwards 2005, p. 179)

In the same article by Edwards she notes the need to find out more about ‘micro level
negotiations’ that are part of relational agency and in some ways the evidence from this
research provides some of that detail where we can see the negotiation and interpretation
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within the framing processes, the outworking of that in the activity of sharing through
mediated tools and artefacts and the reflexive reinterpretation and reconceptualization by
which teachers take control and create meaning. These are outlined in the following two
propositions:

Constraints on inter-school collaboration can be both internal (primarily in the arena of
framing) and external (primarily in the arena of activity). Internal constraints can be
expressed in terms of‘avoiding’ and ‘guarding’ perspectives and strategies which have
the purpose of sustaining or promoting professional or personal self-interest,
institutional preservation and status and the avoidance or reduction of conflict or the
exploration of difficult issues. External constraints are social elements such as rules,
community conditions and financial means which can seriously inhibit the functioning
of the activity, thus causing ‘struggling’.

Communities are by their nature bounded (Wenger 1998) and so it is inevitable that they
engage in processes of boundary maintenance or ‘guarding’ and 'avoiding' strategies.
Indeed, the schools in the research sample are good examples of this. However, to
understand ‘guarding’ and ‘avoiding’ it is important to have an awareness of two things: the
social context (as noted above) and the underlying tensions that exist within the discourse
around guarding and avoiding. Examples of the latter from the data are tensions around
competing aims or values such as ‘children and institutions’; ‘integrity and sharing’; or
‘reconciliation and avoidance’.

‘Struggling’ involved the practical constraints placed on sharing. Here too, a broad
understanding of the concept was enabled through paying attention to the social context and
the tensions within the discourse around the concept. In relation to the former it was crucial
to acknowledge that issues of workload, inter-school competition, resources, funding,
timetabling and so on were of real significance in determining how schools engaged in
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sharing. In relation to the latter, there was particular tension around ‘effective and efficient’
sharing.

Teachers overcome constraints and enable sharing through an internal process of
‘fitting’ and external processes of, ‘bridging’ and the development of ‘leadership
capacity’.

Engestrom notes that contradictions are, ‘a source of trouble and a source of innovation,
demanding actions of translation and negotiation.’ (2009, p. 57). Over time, therefore, we
might expect to see how tensions and constraints that are present when schools collaborate
accumulate and result in the transformation of the object of activity. There was evidence of
this throughout the data which was termed ‘fitting’ and ‘bridging’ where teachers engaged in
reaching a shared understanding of their activity. There was also a powerful element in the
enabling of sharing through the building of leadership capacity. This might also be described
as the empowerment of teachers to initiate and engage in professional networks.

‘Fitting’ is a form of framing whereby individuals and groups make sense of collaborative
activity in relation to their own personal and professional interests in ways that provide a
motivation for collaboration and encourage commitment to it.

‘Bridging’ includes activities of sharing such as building relationships, engaging in
professional exchanges and shared activities, developing collaborative learning opportunities,
building trust and creating common resources. In Habermas’ terms some bridging activity
might fall into the category of‘strategic’ sharing, but at its best it is a form of
‘communicative action’ (Habermas 1990) which can reinforce commitment to collaborative
efforts and provide confidence for actors to move between communities and to develop
cosmopolitan characteristics.
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From the data it was possible to see that fitting and bridging were both used as methods to
deal with constraints emerging from guarding, avoidance and struggling.

Sources of tension around leadership which actors worked within were ‘top-down v organic’
and ‘own-school v inter-school priorities’. Working with these tensions produced creative
solutions and also opportunities for transformation. In particular, where leadership was
understood to involve both giving direction and giving voice individuals were empowered to
act and so, in turn, develop their capacity for leading.

It is important to add that where there is negotiation around these sites of tension and some
transformation occurs it does not result in one final and agreed object; where forms of
relational agency and transformative learning are practised the object of activity becomes a
‘moving target’ (Engestrom 2009, p. 56).

Finally, understanding inter-school collaboration through the conceptual story of
framing and activity, provides tools of diagnosis and control for teachers working
within these settings.

To initiate, sustain or control sharing teachers must frame aims that provide a sufficient
rationale for the activity of sharing. Accompanied by activity, framing can create powerful
opportunities that open new (potentially transformative) possibilities.

Where sharing and collaboration is struggling, awareness of the interplay of framing and
activity can be of assistance. It can remind us that sharing cannot be defined into existence; it
requires activity. And the contrary is true: activity of sharing without reflection on its
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purpose is likely to be cursory and lack meaning. Awareness of this can help inter-school
collaborations to prioritise the need for relationship building, discussion of aims and sharing
of interpretations as core activities in sharing. It also suggests a need to plan in cyclical
ways, revisiting aims and reshaping them.

Conclusion
This brief chapter has given a summary of the data analysis in an integrated, analytical story
around the two axial codes of framing and activity which, it is hoped, will provide a structural
framework within which the detailed analysis within Chapter Ten and Chapter Eleven can be
placed.

Within a different site of collaboration or in a different research project the data may be
conceptualised using different labels but it might be expected that processes similar to
framing and activity are present and that where these are developing through relational
agency and negotiated practice that possibilities for sharing are enhanced and enriched. By
way of testing such assertions a verification process was conducted and the results are
reported in Chapter Twelve.
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Chapter Ten: Framing the Aims of Sharing in a Sharing
Education Project.

Introduction
Having seen the findings presented in broad terms we now come to the heart of the grounded
theory process in Chapter Ten and Chapter Eleven, where conceptual categories are
explicated in depth in order to provide a rich theoretical understanding of the data gathered
on inter-school collaboration. The purpose of this chapter is to convey a detailed
understanding of the various reasons given for sharing from the data. These will be examined
under the core conceptual category of Framing.

Using a grounded theory approach it was possible to investigate in significant depth how
senior teachers and teachers articulated and framed their views of the purposes of the inter
school collaboration, including the contribution it can make to reconciliation and cross
community engagement. Following from Chapter Eight and Chapter Nine, it is also argued
that, interpreted through the lens of social theory, the data confirms Wenger’s view that,
where members of a community of practice engage together, they create a situation of
learning which is a vibrant, living and evolving practice and one which is inevitably bound up
with personal identity and development (Wenger 1998, Coda 11, p. 214-221 offers a clear
outline of this).
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Framing
‘Framing' refers to how senior teachers and teachers articulated the aims or intended
purposes of collaboration. These included an array of aims specifically for pupils (including
‘choice and mobility’, ‘working together’, ‘friendship’, ‘widening horizons’), for staff
(‘professional development’; ‘commitment’) and ‘the school’ (‘avoidance’; ‘integrity’). The
ideal of‘the common good’ was also an underlying theme and there was reference by many
participants to the value of school collaboration in relation to the improvement of
‘community relations’ or a broader ‘vision’ for the local community.

We should take care not to see ‘framing’ as simply setting aims. Whereas aiming suggests
goal-oriented activity set and controlled by the actors the concept of framing suggests goalsetting followed by processes of refinement, redesign or innovation as a result of interaction
in the social context. This could be expressed in a simple way as a process of aiming,
participation and adaptation. In other words, when sharing took place between schools in this
study it impacted upon the original aims. Several examples of this will be shown below: how
teachers adjusted the value of sharing for pupils between ‘instrumental’ and ‘communicative’
learning intentions (‘widening’); how teachers dealt with the aims of sharing in relation to
their own interests and priorities (‘fitting’); how certain aims around reconciliation were
avoided (‘avoiding’); how schools exercised caution and protectionism in what they aimed
for (‘guarding’) and how schools were influenced by their local community.

Indeed, it is possible to state that the data indicated a struggle in the minds of principals, as
well as staff in schools, the civil service and in government more generally with regards to
the framing of the purpose(s) of school sharing. Certainly, because of the history of division
and fragmentation in education in Northern Ireland, as well as the implications of the
demographic downturn, a new economic reality, increasing diversity, curriculum re
structuring (particularly the introduction of the Entitlement Framework and its drive towards
collaboration), other policy initiatives and a culture of competition between schools,
questions of purpose and identity were never far from the surface. And interviews indicate d
that this on-going struggle with the aims of sharing results in a fluidity in goal-setting ard a
malleability to the collaborative enterprise.
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To give some structure to the presentation of the data on framing it will be presented under
three headings: pupil-focussed reasons for sharing, staff-focussed reasons for sharing and
school-focussed reasons for sharing.

Pupil-focussed Reasons for Sharing
Increasing pupils’ subject knowledge was a primary reason given by teachers for being
involved in this particular SEP. An example of subject learning as a motivation for the
collaborative work was given by Teacher Four. When asked how he would describe the
purpose of the SEP he commented: T would describe it... as to basically increase the pupils'
interest in the STEM subjects, from my point of view that would be the main point of it.’
(Teacher Four). The reasoning behind this was that the project involved additional awards,
workshop based and interactive activities which would hopefully appeal more to students
than traditional classroom teaching. Other benefits for students were mostly spoken of in
terms of educational choices/opportunities or pupil-pupil relationships. The importance of
the educational benefits from collaboration is a key priority for the SEP approach, so it is not
surprising that teachers articulated this as a core purpose, and it confirms what Donnelly and
Gallagher (2008, p. 18) discovered, that teachers could see the educational potential created
for pupils through collaboration with the introduction of more subject choice as well as
virtual and collaborative learning opportunities. These were mentioned as motivating factors
for pupils as well and it was clear that for some staff these were the most significant
priorities: 'It's an opportunity for our pupils to go and have different experiences and widen
their subject choices etc.' (Senior Teacher A).

The importance of the development of pupil relationships was also important, especially
those that had an evident cross-community dimension, for example comments included: 'The
fact that pupils were talking was all important' (Teacher Four) and 'it's lovely that Year 8 and
Year 9 children are mixing and starting to form friendships because I think they are
friendships which could be lasting friendships as well.' (Senior Teacher C).
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One phrase, 'widen horizons', used by Senior Teacher C could be said to sum these elements
up:
You know, for some of them it's the only opportunity they will have to mix with people from a
different religious background or a different area that they live in or whatever and I think it
is good to widen their horizons and let them make their own mind up about things rather than
just being prejudiced by other people's opinions

Using a grounded theory approach allows us to take our understanding of these priorities for
pupils a step further as the constant comparative method asks the researcher to pay close
attention to any relationships there might be in the data, and the emphasis upon social context
reminds us to consider how this framing of the aims for pupils evolved. Going deeper in our
analysis, then, it is possible to point to three areas where teachers were involved with
negotiating meaning around these central aims for pupils: intended and unintended
outcomes; fitting the shared activities into existing practice; and dealing with issues of
reconciliation.

Intended and Unintended Outcomes
As well as setting their pupil-focussed aims, the teachers were clearly influenced in their on
going planning by the extent to which these original aims were being achieved as the project
progressed. The following comment from Teacher 4 is a good example of this:
Originally I was going into it just with the Science in mind, what are they going to learn
about renewable energy, and definitely they got some of that but the big success was them
actually working together so well... even the pupils who didn't get any Science knowledge out
of the days, they have new friends, they’re on the Moodle talking. Not getting so much
Science out of it some of them, but the actual making friends, using the Moodle, they are
skills in themselves. (Teacher Four)

In this case, we can see how meaning is negotiated as a result of participation. To begin with,
instilling a knowledge of Science in the pupils was a highly intended outcome for this teacher
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and, from an earlier part of the interview, where he mentions ‘the sharing education side of
things’ as a general purpose of the project, it is possible to say that working together, using
ICT and making friends were not wholly unintended but had a much lower priority than
knowledge of Science. But as the project progresses the outcomes do not match expectation
and the intended outcomes are superseded by unintended (or less intended) ones.1

A further lens through which to analyse the comments of this teacher is the theoretical
distinction Habermas (1984) makes between ‘instrumental learning’ and ‘communicative
learning’. Although the teachers tend to prioritise instrumental learning in their learning
intentions for pupils through inter-school collaboration, the communicative learning
processes tend to disrupt and, in places, supersede, the aims for ‘instrumental learning’.

While this discussion only represents the views of one teacher it is illustrative of a dynamic
and a process that is evident from other interviews where meaning is being negotiated as a
result of participation in a social context. Staying within the theme of how teachers
articulated aims for pupils, examples from two other teachers can be used to show this.

Firstly, during a discussion with ARM 3 on the aims of the Sharing Education Project she
states that community relations and reconciliation between pupils are the ‘main’ intended
outcomes, however, she quickly qualifies this by saying that this is a priority for the other
schools in the project compared to the aim of an ‘academic focus’ as the priority for her
school:

This relationship between intended outcomes, achieved outcomes and unintended outcomes resulted from the
use of a positional map when analysing the data. This is shown in Appendix 3.
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Interviewer: How would you describe the purpose of it [the SEP project] to other people?
APM3: Well I suppose the main aim would be for collaboration, cross community andfor the
children in School A and School B to work cross community with each other and then in our
case it has an academic focus. For example with the Crest Award and so on, which is good
being a Grammar School, having that academic focus. So / think the main aim is working
cross community. Across the divide within Northern Ireland and the pupils sharing
experiences and so on.

It may be reasonable to suggest that the ambivalence in this statement is evidence of a
process whereby meaning is being ‘negotiated' (Wenger 1998, p. 52f) as a result of the
participation in the inter-school community.

Secondly, when Assistant Project Manager One (APM1) was asked about the intended
outcomes from the project she stated that it was ‘to promote the STEM subjects’, and she was
reasonably confident that this outcome was being achieved:
They seem to be enjoying the subjects. They come back from those days-out buzzing because
they have had hands on activity and they are seeing it as fun. So we are starting to see the
impact of the programme and the impact of doing those science activities, and the Moodies
and the getting together. (APM1)

Yet, other outcomes are mentioned in positive terms throughout this interview, namely
sharing and widening horizons. On sharing she comments:
Because we are integrated our ethos is all children working together. We share our
differences or we share our common things and celebrate our differences. That is what our
ethos has always been and I think School B and School C have both embraced that ethos as
welt and that their children are working together and that they need to work with children of
higher ability, children of lower ability, catholic children, protestant children, people they
wouldn't generally mix with.' (APMI)
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What is of note here is, again, the way in which the teacher frames the aims of the project for
the children, firstly in relation to her own school, and then in relation to the other schools. As
with the previous interviewee, there is a recognition that a difference exists between the
schools, but also (and in this case more explicitly) an acknowledgement that the practice of
sharing has caused a shift in those aims. Over time this process was labelled as ‘fitting’.

Fitting
Assistant Project Manager 2 used this exact term during her interview in Phase Three. She
used it when explaining how the collaborative work was managed within her school, saying
that it involved, 'finding out what works best within our school and what works best for our
curriculum and for our pupils and how we can make it fit.' (APM2). Specifically, we might
call this 'curriculum fit'. There were numerous examples of how teachers employed this
strategy when framing pupil-focussed aims for the collaborative activity. Teachers were faced
with the dilemma of how to integrate the collaborative work into their existing workload and
they would juggle this by carrying out some of the work through extra-curricular activities
(clubs, societies and special off-timetable days) and some within existing curriculum work.
Examples of this in the data were coded as 'extra vs core' but it was also interesting to note
that decisions about how to manage these activities were also based upon cost/benefit
judgements in terms of time and effort. I tried to represent this in diagrammatic form in the
following 'Curriculum Fit' matrix which attempts to show how teachers integrate
collaborative activity into their work.
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Curriculum Fit Matrix
Time/effort

08 July 2011

Curriculum

12:21

- Pupils are enthused by after-school

Benefit

dubs to make more effort in class
- Teachers bring back ideas from

- Covering topics during

shared activities to use in their core

shared activities that

work

subsequently needn't be
covered in class

- Including other subjects: it may
be 'extra' to Science but core to
Geography or ICT

^

B

Extra

C

D

- After-school clubs (e.g. Ecoschools)
- Out of class shared activities that
focussed upon non-core material

Cost

Fig. 'i Curriculum Fit Matrix

The diagram summarises evidence in the data where collaboration is seen in cost terms
(below the line) and in benefits terms (above the line). Interestingly, the positions taken in
quadrant A show how teachers attempt to turn costs into benefits by making a 'fitting'
argument. The following examples illustrate the points made:

One teacher noted that possible benefits from the Eco-club included enthusing a wider range
of pupils in Science and using the outcomes from the club for core curriculum work with a
whole year group:
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I like the Eco-schools, I think it's a really good idea. The pupils who come to that club I
wouldn't have put them as being interested in science yet they've come. They hate insects but
they've come and dugfor worms and you can relate it. When they do Living Things in first
year they do vertebrates, invertebrates, all that sort ofstuff and usually we try to get them
outside as much as possible, you do sampling and things like that for insects. We decided to
do a bug hotel project for the Eco-schools and it's almost complete. We're trying to round it
up in September and apply for the Eco flag - but we have to do all the collaboration on that
yet. But the idea would be that there'd be this bug hotel that when pupils came to the Living
Things aspects of the yr8 course, that the whole of Year 8 would go out to the one location,
the bug hotel, would look at the different layers and study it. So it can be related back to the
course, which should be good.

Secondly, on the insight that some topics might be extra to one subject but core to another,
one teacher says:
I'm quite sure it's not only in Science that they cover that [Sustainable Energy], they probably
do a bit in Geography and things like that, so they could probably, before they even begin the
project, share the information they have been toldfrom other subjects ory'know what's
covered where, rather than putting it into this wee box of doing it within three days, because
they will have knowledge about it from other subjects. Or maybe, to put all of that
information online, or have half of a day or bit of one of the days sharing what they know
already. (Teacher 5)

While we might say from these statements that teachers agree, on the whole, about the value
of inter-school collaboration for pupils (through increased choice, mobility and widening
horizons) it is of equal interest to the grounded theory researcher to understand the social
processes involved and the way in which the aims and outcomes are articulated. In this
regard a couple of observations can be made.

Firstly, teachers can hold a variety of intended outcomes to which they attach varying levels
of significance. Secondly, these aims are adjusted and negotiated through the practice of
sharing. Thirdly, teachers tend to prioritise instrumental learning in setting aims for pupils in
inter-school collaboration activities, but when participation and engagement occur, these can
be interrupted and challenged by ‘communicative learning’.
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A third area highlighted in the data where we can go deeper in our analysis of how the aims
for pupils are framed is in the area of reconciliation. As noted above, the purpose of sharing
was framed as developing cross-community relationships and opportunities for learning to
study together. But the data indicates that as well as positive sentiments about reconciliation
there is also avoidance of difficult and contentious issues.

Reconciliation and Avoidance
A repeated theme of education initiatives in Northern Ireland aimed at addressing issues of
reconciliation, as noted in the literature reviewed in Chapter Five, has been the theme of
avoidance. This was a key criticism of early EMU activities (Leitch and Kilpatrick, 1999;
Smith and Robinson, 1992) and the shared religious education syllabus (Nelson 2004) but it
is also an issue that has persisted according to more recent studies (Donnelly and Gallagher
2008; Donelly 2004). Evidence from the data also indicates the presence of this issue in the
school collaboration under investigation.

During my observations of the CIG group there were several moments when there was
noticeable avoidance of discussion about reconciliation issues. During one such occasion I
noted: ‘Some discussion of denominational balance. Several teachers speaking under breath
about reconciliation/diversity. Some embarrassment or cynicism here? Not sure which.’

As the interviews within Phase Three progressed I
began to hear the same phrase in response to any

•(ft Avoiding
'(E2 No issues
G2 Silence on structural consequences of sharing
>03 fear

questions about dealing with difference or
promoting reconciliation: ‘There are no issues’.
For example:

...there certainly have not been any issues at all. / don't feel I have been in any way
compromised it just seems that we have shared with the same values. (APM3)
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Or,
We didn't over exaggerate the reconciliation point of it and nothing came up in fairness.
Nothing. There were no difficulties, there was one minor issue in School C, but that was a
racial comment actually rather than reconciliation. (APM1)

Gibbs (2007, p.51) notes that within grounded theory the researcher should pay particular
attention to negative or absolute statements such as ‘never’ or ‘always’. Reflection upon the
‘no issues’ statements caused me to write the following memo:

No Issues Memo
'There are no issues'. This could mean several things:
1. There is limited/no risk-taking in terms of reconciliation work, so no issues of difference
come to the surface.
2. The schools can work together with ‘no issues’ because of the extensive common ground
that exists around curriculum collaboration and this knowledge, in the case of STEM
subjects, is uncontested.
3. There are issues but the interviewees are blind to them, or don’t recognise them as
important.
4. There is a culture of avoidance in relation to diversity/reconciliation issues so that any
contentious issues are suppressed.
5. I am asking the wrong questions. Perhaps there are issues but my questions are not
drawing them out or are misleading.
6. There are no issues because there are no issues and I am looking for something that
doesn't exist.
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These final two points caused me to reflect deeply upon my own position as researcher in
relation to my on-going work, and 1 have included a discussion on this in Chapter Seven, but
this memo also pointed to gaps in the data that needed to be understood further and which
were subsequently followed up.

During Phase Four of data collection, the project manager confirmed that there had been
some neglect or avoidance of reconciliation issues. Putting things bluntly he stated:
...if the project is going to he assessed and evaluated on reconciliation I don't know whether
we would have met that particular target (PMpara 12)
’

He also added:
They [pupils] did come togethery they did work in groups, they did communicate as and
when necessary. As I said, at times things weren't pitched right and I think that might have
turned some of the children off I think it depends very much on the dynamics of the groups
and in some groups the dynamics were just right and that's about the personalities within the
group. In other groups they weren't just right and that affected the group hut it's hard to
know what we can do about that or how we can change that or what activities we can do to
make sure the dynamics are as effective as they can possibly be. (PM, para 12)

Here, and in other interviews, there was an acknowledgement that more needed to be done in
regard to reconciliation but few ideas for how it might be achieved. This seemed to point to
the conclusion that few contentious or difficult issues around reconciliation arose because
they were generally being avoided and/or managed by teachers and pupils, thus confirming
the persistence of‘avoidance’ as indicated in other academic literature.

However, as the grounded theory approach demanded that careful attention be paid to this
area of silence a second analysis of the data was carried out to assess whether any of the
conjectures in the 'no issues’ memo could be tested in any way. What became apparent was
that teachers were not blind to the issues around reconciliation (point 3) indeed, taking
account of the social context, it would be reasonable to say that the opposite was true - there
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existed a hyper-sensitivity to difficult or contentious issues. This was undoubtedly a
contributory factor in teachers choosing a low-risk strategy with reconciliation issues (point
I). Indeed, from all the observations there was no evidence of teachers equipping pupils to
discuss contentious issues and while there was a desire to create shared spaces for learning,
there were no plans to address cross-community issues with all three schools present. The
data also showed a perspective on reconciliation that was common among many of the
teachers, that reconciliation is based around commonality (such as subject interests) and
friendships and as such is relatively benign (point 2). In this line of thinking the outcomes
from community relations work are friendship and harmonious relationships which develop
‘naturally’ out of a combination of social and formal contact; inter-personal relationships, if
they are to be meaningful, cannot be engineered. The project manager spoke of this as the
‘hidden value’ of the project which also suggests that reconciliation is a private affair that
cannot be easily named or brought into the open.

Using this evidence it is possible to move from speaking about avoidance as a general
tendency in collaboration and cross-community work to not speak about contentious issues
towards understanding avoidance as a culture that has several elements: a hyper-sensitivity to
contentious issues which contributes to limited risk taking and a strong emphasis on what is
common and what is considered friendly.

But how does this relate to contact theory and the work of Hughes et al (2010) who use
‘friendship’ as a primary marker of the effectiveness of reconciliation work? For example:
Personalised interaction and the development of cross-group friendship are deemed to play a
critical role in the way that contact reduces bias (Pettigrew 1997) (Hughes et al 2010, p. 14)

The evidence above suggests that it is important to take care with ‘friendship’ talk for it may
be part of a wider culture of avoidance. This does not deny the work of Pettigrew (1997)
which posits a strong correlation between ‘friendship-potential’ and prejudice reduction in
inter-group relations; however, it suggests that the goal of reconciliation work should not be
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reduced to friendship acquisition; it needs to be understood as a part of a process of
reconciliation rather than an end in itself. Another way of looking at the same issue is to say
that it must be possible for collaboration and sharing to occur with those who we may not be
friend, or whose values we do not share. Looked at in this way it may also be easier to
identify tools which can be employed to engender reconciliation such as curriculum materials
that encourage a critique of structural aspects of separation and collaboration as well as the
development of working together strategies which enable individuals to practise expression,
negotiation and reciprocity and which do not see the ultimate prize of'friendship' as the
measure of success.

Another angle on this is to say that the expectations and measures of success in community
relations work, as they exist within the collective awareness of those interviewed would seem
doomed to result in limited success and disappointment. If the view that there are ‘no issues’
is taken at face value and accepted as a happy state of affairs, as earlier evidence suggests,
then there can be little motivation to raise any challenging issues as this may be perceived as
causing controversy or upset. And, if success in relation to the outcomes of shared education
work is measured in relation to friendship and harmonious relationships which are exercised
in the private sphere and hidden from the day to day work of the project, then teachers will
see little or very limited evidence of the outcomes from the project.
A final comment on the culture of avoidance is that the data confirmed what has been
indicated by others, that religious difference in Northern Ireland is one of two contentious
issues within the arena of education, the other being academic selection. And the data
indicated that the same rules for the culture of avoidance in religious and cultural issues was
extended to those around issues of social class and academic selection as the memo below
demonstrates:

Memo on Grammar/Secondary issues
This is a very hot topic and the interviews with teachers indicate a range of positions taken.
On the one hand there is evidence of affirmation of identity or ethos with respect to selective
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or non-selective status of schools where senior teachers and teachers defend the status of their
school. On the other hand there were views from teachers who felt that there were negative
outcomes from selection that were in need of mitigation. It was not clear at any point that
these teachers were challenging the existing selection arrangements, only that they saw the
collaboration as addressing some of the issues arising from the fact of selection. In the case of
a teacher from a grammar school it was important that pupils understood that not all were as
smart as they were:
A nd definitely I think it has been really goodfor our kids, especially as they're a Grammar
school, working with the [School A] children has been really goodfor them and making them
realise that not everybody is just as, this sounds awful, but that not everybody is as bright as
they are. That people have different skills and it gets them out of their own wee secluded
world. 1 think that's a really important thingfor them. I think that they've enjoyed it and that
they've had a good experience in the Science and in the STEM that they've done. ' (Teacher 5)

For a teacher from a non-selective school the message was that her pupils didn't need to feel
under-confident because they were able to contribute and engage with the activities on an
equal footing with their grammar school counterparts.
1 think that a lot of the kids because there has been selection in the past I think that they
possibly couldfeel that they are not as good or that there is a difference between them. But I
think that big projects like this where they are all figuring out a problem, they are all working
together in groups that are so mixed 1 think that they can see then that I can work that out
just as good as the next person can work that out. (Teacher 3)

It should be noted that at no point during the observations were any of these issues discussed
explicitly between teachers or with pupils. Indeed, there is a strong sense that the pupils will
understand the significance of being present in an academically mixed environment and be
able to draw conclusions from it. In many ways the culture of avoidance is as dominant on
the issue of academic selection as it is on religious difference. The fact that there is a
tendency to justify collaboration as mitigating the worst effects of separation (whether
religious or academic) however leaves those in favour of collaboration open to the charge that
it is merely an attempt to place a sticking plaster on a large open wound; arguably it is a
cover for the continuation of systemic inequality or even systemic separation.
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This first section has shown how teachers framed their reasons for sharing around the
intentions they had for their pupils who would be involved in the collaborative activity. We
now turn to look at how teachers framed sharing in relation to themselves and their
colleagues.

Staff-focussed Reasons for Sharing
The purpose of collaboration for teachers is conveyed primarily as a benefit to professional
development. The professional development opportunities identified by principals included
the opportunity for teachers to use the collaborative work to promote their subject interests
(in this case STEM) in schools; the chance to work with an experienced member of staff
where none was present in the teacher’s own school; and the prospect of developing project
management experience and taking new responsibilities such as networking with educational
support providers (e.g. ELBs). What a scrutiny of the data from a grounded theory
perspective also shows is that there is a connection between professional development and
staff commitment, and this is also linked to the way in which teachers ‘buy-into’ or
participate in the shared activities.

Professional Development
Talk of professional development included formal and informal types. For example, in
informal terms there was evidence of teachers challenging and supporting one another and so
enhancing professional development was regarded very positively as an achieved outcome by
one teacher:
Teacher 3 was brilliant during the CREST project. She has brilliant ideas about how to
present information to the kids. She is used to working with them in School A, so the best way
to present it to them, that was maybe different from how Teacher 4 or I would see it. It's just
been ready brilliant meeting the other teachers in the wider circle seeing how enthusiastic
they are. Especially the School A teachers, they've been really inspiring. (Teacher 5)
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The project manager was clearly pleased with the professional development outcomes in
more formal terms that emerged as a result of the project from an early stage when he
reflected:
Sometimes you get so wrapped up in things in school sometimes it's nice to step hack a wee
hit and 1 was stepping hack a wee bit this morning and I was thinking about it. There were
two people had appliedfor this Masters - and it’s fully paid - and that’s tremendous. And
that is as a result of this project and there are three people who are sitting on management
allowances now who are getting experience of leading a very important aspect of school life
at a whole school level and it’s great to see and it’s great to watch those staff coming on in
many ways and they are all very constructive, very positive in their feedback and I think that
is great. (PM, para 16)

These positive messages about the value of the project for staff were voiced by the teachers
themselves who indicated their satisfaction at the opportunities for promotion and
professional development.

Similarly the following exchange demonstrates the high importance of professional
development for the teachers:
Interviewer: So how did you see the purpose of the project?
APM1 - To promote the STEM subjects, because I teach Technology and Engineering and
that’s sort of where my passion, my subjects, are. Anything that promotes those subjects
within the school curriculum is good.
Interviewer - So it fitted with your personal, professional interests broadly?
APM1 - Yes, so that’s why I decided to apply for the job and then got the job.

One reading of this may be that motivation for staff involvement in school collaboration
activity is something that is simply self-interested. However, as the data was analysed it was
clear that the situation is more complex and involves a juggling of priorities and workload in
order to make sense of competing aims for school collaboration. In the same way that staff
attempted to ‘fit' the shared work for their pupils within existing curricular and extra-
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curricular structures, so too they negotiated their personal and professional priorities to ‘fit’
within the demands of the collaborative enterprise.

For example I noticed that, at CIG meetings, during discussions about the implementation of
the collaborative projects, teachers wanted (for themselves and on behalf of their colleagues)
to avoid things considered 'extra' in terms of workload, yet they also had a commitment to the
ideal of sharing and reconciliation which acted as a spur to go the ‘extra mile’.

Another professional development outcome from collaborative activity was the increase in
professional confidence. This was noted from my observations during Central
Implementation Group (CIG) meetings, as well as interviews, where it could be seen that the
status the collaboration gave to the teachers was important to them and this was evident in
two ways: the opportunity for promotion, the professional confidence gained from
collaboration and the chance to promote their own subject. The majority of the posts of
responsibility (project leaders etc.) for the SEP were advertised in each school and teachers
competed for them. This gave a level of status to the project and those involved as they had
actually chosen to be involved and received some recognition of that fact by the appointment
of a position with a title. Further professional confidence from collaboration was generated
through working with outside agencies. On one occasion where teachers had engaged an
independent provider of science education to assist with a joint activity, there was a
disagreement at the planning stage between the SEP project team and the provider about the
pedagogical approaches proposed. A strong feeling was expressed at an inter-school
meeting that the teachers were the experts and the fact that they represented different schools
also gave them certain status as well as an increased power through strength of numbers.

Standing back from this and employing a social world perspective, we can see that teachers in
this situation function as not just as members of their school community but of a wider
community of subject professionals. In this case, the membership of the community of
science professionals also overlapped with membership of the inter-school community.
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Thus, the professional development opportunities, both formal and informal, brought teachers
into situations where they experienced their membership of multiple communities.
According to Wenger (1998, p. 159), this inevitably involves the task of reconciliation where
some effort is needed to resolve different memberships and so ‘we experience the boundary
in a personal way.’ (Wenger 2000, p. 239) He goes on to add that, because we experience
sharing at this personal level, collaboration is inevitably bound up with our identity (p. 238),
so in shaping and interpreting the aims of collaborative activity the teachers were involved in
healthy and productive processes that allowed them to reinforce their own identity while
creating a ‘meaningful trajectory’ (p. 243) in their experience as a member of a new group.
When done successfully, one outcome suggests Wenger is ‘personal growth’ (p. 242) but
looking at the data from the interviews with teachers it is also possible to add to this outcome,
strong internal motivation and high levels of commitment.

This understanding of the process of how teachers fit activities to match their personal
interests is confirmed in other studies, especially those influenced by a cultural-historical
activity theory (CHAT) approach. Ann Edwards explains that from a CHAT perspective,
‘practices are seen as historically accumulated, knowledge-laden, emotionally freighted and
given direction by what is valued by those who inhabit them... What matters most for
practitioners mediates their identities as they take part in activities...’ (2012, p. 23)

And elsewhere she extends this understanding of self-motivated activity with the concept of
‘relational agency’ (2005) where the individual aligns their interests with that of another in
pursuit of a shared goal.

Within the data across this whole study, a range of identities were identified, some already
mentioned and some to be explored in other places. These were: the independent
professional, the ‘broker’, the leader, the staff member, the believer and the citizen.
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Having considered this second way in which teachers frame their aims for collaboration
(around themselves and their colleagues) it is now time to consider the third: school-focussed
reasons for sharing.

School-focussed Reasons for Sharing
This third arena of framing may, on one level, seem to overlap with what has gone before as
schools are ostensibly made up of teachers and pupils. However, the inclusion of this third
area of framing was justified on the basis that within the data there was a notable difference
in the discourse around the constituent members of a school (teachers, pupils, leaders) and the
concept of the school as a whole. In the latter the school was characterised as public,
accountable and embodying a particular ethos which it had a duty to sustain. In this
perspective schools occupy a middle ground between competing demands from staff, pupils,
the wider school community and the expectations of government. This is often a difficult
space and is certainly made more complex when sharing or collaboration with other schools
is introduced into the mix. Whereas pupils and teachers have the ability to juggle priorities,
to sometimes hold unresolved tensions or contradictions and to create solutions that make a
best-fit, schools have a more difficult task as their position is considered more public, more
representative of a particular approach or set of values and more accountable. As a result one
of the dominant concepts identified in the data in relation to schools was ‘guarding’, whereby
aspects of ethos, values or certain school-specific activities are preserved such as maintaining
separate authority, refusing to share certain subjects or activities and pursuing survival
strategies. In places this culture of guarding was associated with elements of avoidance as
well as selective blindness to the impact of the actions of the school on others in the same
area. Though, similar to ‘fitting’, the process of guarding for schools is a complex business
and involves many contrasting variables. So, while guarding suggests defensiveness and
protectionism it was held in tension with concepts of sharing and the common good. Using a
grounded theory approach, through a close analysis of the data, two specific areas of tension
were identified in particular: the need to balance institutional integrity against a vision of
sharing; and the balance between the interests of children and the interests of institutions. In
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effect these are ‘boundary’ positions (Wenger 1998, p. 119) or sites of‘contradiction’
(Engestrom 2009, p. 57)

Guarding
The issue of guarding arose at the very first stage of data collection in the analysis of the Area
Based Planning reports. Within these reports the authors were aware of issues of boundary
maintenance, whereby schools maintained certain differences for self-interested purposes, in
effect, to keep control and, possibly, in the long term to ensure school survival. As well as
the religious differences between schools already noted in this study, another significant
contributory factor that was identified as sustaining boundaries between schools was a culture
of competition (NEELB para. 613). This culture of competition between schools has been
very strong over a sustained period and this has been explicitly encouraged at times by the
Dept of Education, for example through the publishing of league tables. In their report the
NEELB stated that the culture of competition is sustained by 'the institutionally-based ways
in which schools are funded, supported, assessed and inspected, all of which endorse and
encourage competition' (NEELB 647). This is a part of the key social context within which
the inter-school activities took place. Developing and sustaining collaborative activity in this
climate is not straightforward and inevitably causes school leaders to be cautious in their
approach.

The interviews with senior teachers revealed the presence of a guarded approach similar to
the Area Based Planning reports. Hence, collaboration (while regarded as a social good) is
not considered an end in itself but must ultimately fit the purposes of the school if it is to be
considered worthwhile. For example, when discussing the reasons why her school became
involved in collaboration. Senior Teacher A commented:
IVe came back to school and started to think strategically andfrom a management
perspective about what was going to be the best way for us benejitling, from us participating
in the programme on a number offronts: benejitling from a whole school perspective,
benefit! ing from a professional development perspective for staff and, ultimately, how would
the kids benefit.
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Yet, there are sufficient advantages to sharing to make it attractive to senior teachers. This, in
turn, creates tensions between being an individual ‘school community’, being in a
‘community of schools’ and being part of the regional education system. T hus when schools
are asked to, or choose to, work together it inevitably raises issues of boundary maintenance
which involve a complex mix of power, control and competition as well as the 'good' of
sharing in financial and moral terms. Using the interviews with the senior teachers along
with the Area Based Reports it was possible to identify two particular arenas of tension:
school integrity and area vision; and children’s interests and institutional interests. Of course,
as with the experience of the pupils and staff already considered above, one response to the
tensions created by sharing was avoidance and evidence of this will be demonstrated first, but
in many cases the data illustrates a range of complex responses to the tensions, confirming
Wenger’s point that boundaries also create opportunities: ‘a chance to explore the edge of
your competence, learn something entirely new, revisit your little truths, and perhaps expand
your horizon." (2000, p. 233)

Avoidance
Again, one of the mechanisms for dealing with tensions is avoidance.

It is reported in the

NEELB report that there was little or nothing said to them by Principals on the negative
impacts of collaboration, though the silence was considered significant, as the NEELB report
(para. 464) notes:
Interestingly, none of the submissions indicated that they expected their submissions to have
a negative impact on other schools or sectors. In the great majority of cases, the submissions
focused on the positive benefits that their proposals were expected to bring. No submissions
proposed either the amalgamation or the closure ofany schools. None suggestedforms of
collaboration different from those with which their authors were already familiar. And there
was only one, which came from an individual member of staff in a school, which suggested a
different set of structural arrangements as a means of enabling ad the young people in the
area to have easy access to a full Entitlement Framework, (para. 478-479)
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Similarly, when asked about their vision for the Entitlement Framework and collaborative
working the BELB report notes that ‘many of the authors quoted the vision and principles of
their organisation or institution: ‘Few made reference to sustainability, the promotion of good
relations and social and community cohesion.’ (para. 342)

This suggests that school-leaders find it difficult to discuss the wider implications of sharing
in terms of practical consequences for school survival or longer term arrangements. This
was also evident in the interviews where questions about impact were deflected or not
answered. For example, when asked about why some schools weren’t open to collaboration
with others one senior teacher replied:
/ think there are lots of issues, lots and lots of issues, y'know there are issues about viability
of schools in some situations. There are some issues which are very personal to individual
schools. What those might be, 1 don’t really Awovr..(Senior Teacher A)

School Integrity and Area Vision
As noted above, schools are caught in the middle of a range of competing internal and
external demands, but one of the ways they proceed is to make judgements around the good
of the school (it’s vision and ethos) and the good of the wider community (the town, area or
region). In the latter case the ‘good’ can be defined in a variety of terms, including
economic, educational and the best-interests of children.

In a number of places in the data there is evidence of a concern that sharing and collaboration
will have a negative impact upon a school’s integrity; some schools fear that any involvement
in collaborative activity would lead to a diminution of school ethos/culture. Two comments
from the ABP reports voice concern about the closure of small schools in rural districts and
the implications of this for parents who wish to choose a particular form of religious
schooling for their child:
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The significance ofall the criteria in the Sustainable Schools Policy is particularly relevant
in relation to small, rural schools. Focussing only on the criterion of a requirement of 500
pupils Years 8-12 is very much at variance with the rights of religious denominations to be
linked to their local schools. Rural proofing social cohesion and the ensuring ofstrong links
with their local community are critical issues addressing the sustainability of local schools.
This is particularly the case in the Ards Peninsula. ’ (SEELB para. 275)
In particular cases, dimensions of rurality and religious demography point to the need to
refer to the other criteria in the Sustainable Schools Policy, especially 'Accessibility' and
‘Strong links with the Community (SELB para. 287)

In other places the particular difficulties for Special Schools, Irish Medium Schools and
Alternative Education Centres (AECs) in meeting the Entitlement Framework is noted. The
BELB report (para. 409-411) suggests that these schools maintain a certain level of
separation from the general expectations for sharing.

On the other hand, there is a concern expressed in the reports that there are too many schools
that are inward looking and do not have sufficient connections with their wider town, city or
region. Some schools, particularly in Belfast, find that they struggle to link with an
identifiable community or neighbourhood. The BELB report speaks of'the difficulty that
many of the post-primary schools face in trying to link with an identifiable ‘community’ or
neighbourhood' (para 292) and that 'Generally, there was little evidence of awareness of the
need to respond to the wider needs of the community and to Belfast as a city and as an
economic driver in the development of NI.' (para 404)

In others, the common good is invoked by the authors of different reports indirectly,
suggesting that some schools do not have a sense of responsibility to the wider community or
have no thought about the impact of their activities on other schools. This is possibly best
illustrated through the discourse around children:
The responses indicate the lack of appreciation in many schools of the wider demographic
context or a degree of complacency; indeed one school expressed its confidence that its
popidarity made it immune from the demographic downturn. This suggests a poorly
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developed sense of the school’s responsibility to all children in its locality and beyond, not to
mention self-satisfaction. (BELB report 8.6)

Senior teachers in our interviews made it clear that ethos cannot be ignored in the discussion
about collaboration. For example one senior teacher spoke about initiatives from the
Department of Education which demanded collaboration without regard for values and ethos,
which were therefore potentially damaging to such:
Yes, you see in terms of ethos this school isn’t just about academic ability. A lot ofpeople
think it is, because it's a grammar school, but we would have a very strong pastoral side to
the school. We would have very high moral values in this school and that's why the parents
select it. We would have a very good discipline policy and the parents choose this school
because they know that their children are going to be treatedfairly andjustly and spiritually
as well. So all of those things would have to be taken into consideration and I wouldn't like to
see any of those diluted because when people talk about collaborative work and sharing, now
not this particular programme, but sharing in the ALC their sole responsibility is saving
money and it doesn't matter at what cost. The one thing that is quoted to us is that there
would be 3 teachers in the area teaching A-level French and there would be 3 or 4 in each
class, so all you need is one teacher and 12 children in one class. That's fine, if that works
that's absolutely superb, but not at the expense of ad of those other values that we hold very
close.' (Snr Teacher B, para 34)

Elsewhere, two of the teachers commented that collaboration should not be about saving
money or treating children as 'economic units'. The reason being that:
School isn't all about just getting an exam certificate at the end... [Parents] choose to send
their children to a [religious] school, they buy into that ethos and they buy into what we have
to offer. It's not just merely a question ofgoing in and passing exams and coming out the
other end. They're not economic units, do you know what I mean? There's something more to
a child than that. (Snr Teacher C, para 19)

Therefore collaboration cannot be discussed without thought of the 'cost' to the values or
extra-curricular life of the school. Indeed, the Project Manager indicated that ethos was the
decisive factor in judging the limits of sharing:
/ think there will come a point when there will be a border and / don't think you will cross
that border for all sorts of reasons, timetable restrictions and transport and even different
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operational styles that we have discussed in the different schools, I think at some point they
will all come into play if collaboration deepens and embeds itself more. And maybe that's
right and maybe there comes a point where a school has to say stop, we have gone as far as
we are prepared to go without compromising our ethos, our unique standing, any more. (PM
para 30)

This confirms the findings from O’Sullivan et al (2008) who amongst a range of conclusions
in their study of sharing education, highlighted the significance of ethos as a boundary
marker for schools in Northern Ireland:
One final point of immense significance arose from the Northern Ireland case study. As we
have indicated, we found a clear willingness to explore options for sharing. At the same
time, there was a line in the sand which people were unwilling to cross: ethos. More
specifically, the desire to prevent any diminution ofethos was the starting point from which
many people came to the discussion; it was also the end point of discussion for them.
(O’Sullivan et al 2008, p. 64)

For senior teacher A school ethos was also important though she was keen to stress that
sharing can affirm identity. When asked about collaboration she stated: 'It's not
compromising our identity or ethos at all, if anything it's enhancing it.'

What all of this confirms is that education has moral purpose. This was a clear theme in the
opening chapters of this thesis where we saw the significance of this point for
communitarians in particular, and this data confirms the need to attend to issues of
community and of integrity in educational aims when coining to a decision on the
possibilities for sharing in education. But looked at with the lens of social theory it is also
important to note that this moral purpose is a fundamental element of the social context
within which the activity of the school takes place. Wenger might describe ‘ethos’ as a
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‘reified' object of the community (1998, p. 58)2, and as such it functions to represent or name
a shared understanding and experience. But, as well as simplifying and focussing, reification
can also hide and blind by over-simplifying or lacking a connection with lived experience. In
the case of ethos this is best illustrated by Donnelly (2000) in her analysis of the multiple
layers of ethos in a school. She notes that what is spoken of in mission statements as an
‘aspirational ethos’ can often vary significantly from what is practiced at an organisational
level, or even the personal values of individual teachers. Both Wenger and Donnelly caution
us from thinking of ethos as one thing, but they also draw attention to the dynamic between
an ethos and lived experience, or as Wenger describes it ‘the duality of reification and
participation’ (1998, p. 63). Both are complementary and it is best when both are kept in
balance (p. 65)

Where there is an imbalance in favour of reification, as may be the case with ethos in the
discussion above, then it may be difficult to achieve a satisfactory amount of shared
understanding in order to proceed. Interestingly, though, Wenger notes that the situation can
be improved by adjusting the balance:

2 For Wenger reification refers to "the process of giving form to our expeiences by producing objects that
congeal this experience into 'thingness” (1998. p. 58).
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Participation is essential to repairing the potential misalignments inherent in reification.
When the stiffness of its form renders reification obsolete, when its mute ambiguity is
misleading, or when its purpose is lost in the distance, then it is participation that comes to
the rescue (Wenger 1998, p. 64)

In the context of this research it suggests that attempts to create a shared ethos, whether at
regional or interschool level, are of limited value if they are not balanced with the practice of
sharing and collaboration.
I his is a very important point not just in understanding the way in which schools might
respond to this tension between school integrity and area vision, but also lor the oveiarching
structure in the analysis of the data in this thesis. It suggests an interconnection between the
two axial codes of‘framing’ and ‘activity similar to that suggested by reification and
participation. For example, senior teachers in the interviews made sense of their participation
in the SEP by speaking about the value of the activities tor teachers and pupils but. at the
same time, qualified these with guarded comments concerning ethos and sclt-pieseivation.
Yet, these statements and framing procedures are inevitably connected to decisions made and
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actions taken. In the case of the concept ‘guarding’, we can see how it is used by senior
teachers to frame a rationale for sharing, but to fully understand the processes of
collaboration we need to set the concept alongside the practice, in this case the exercise of
leadership as an activity of sharing. We cannot define a collaborative community into being,
it must also exist in practice; neither can we create a community without framing its purpose
and defining some shared values.

Children and Institutions
In the discourse around guarding schools the data also raised important issues in relation to
the needs of children alongside the need to sustain institutions. In one of the Area Based
Planning (ABP) documents reviewed in phase one of the data collection it was suggested that
the needs of children were more likely to be met when an institution was healthy:
The owners of schools need to take action to ensure that schools are of a sustainable size and
that the children enrolled in them have their welfare, needs and rights respected' (BELB
report para 418).

Elsewhere in the report others articulated a position where the needs of ‘our children’ were
paramount, above any institution or its survival. This phrase is used by the BELB text three
times in what might be called an inspirational manner:
It must be emphasised that by any standards this has been a remarkable exercise. Perhaps for
the first time ever in Northern Ireland all the sectors have come together to share expertise
and experience in the interests of our children and to consider the challenges facing schools
as they respond to the legislative requirement to guarantee every child access to the
Entitlement Framework (EF) by 2013

Yet, it is ambiguous as to who 'our children' refers: is it 'our CCMS children' and 'our
Integrated children' and so on, or 'our children of Northern Ireland'? Interestingly, the authors
of the NEELB report use the phrase 'young people in an area’ in several places. It suggests a
certain sense of togetherness or commonality, though in a weak sense, as the phrase 'an area’
is so vague and non-descript; the significance of the phrase is perhaps seen in what the
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authors have chosen not to use in its place, i.e. the young people in 'the community' or
'locality' or 'town/borough/townland'. In other words is the phrase 'our children' the same or
different from 'all children'?

In identifying the lack of provision for minorities the BELB report speaks of'the welfare of
all children.’ (BELB para. 298). Is it significant that 'our children' is not used here? And only
once in the five documents is the phrase 'all our children' used:
Throughout the task the work of the Belfast Area Based Planning Group (the Group) has
been characterised by openness, mutual respect, co-operation and a shared vision of
excellent education for all our children. Issues in moving forward have been discussed
honestly, freely and impartially. This augurs well for the process as it continues in the future.
(BELB para. 24)

Evidently these are tensions between the benefits of community and the rights of the
individual; in other words the importance of sustaining the school as a community on the one
hand and its role in caring for the welfare, needs and rights of individual children on the
other. The data from the ABP documents showed that views on the issue of‘children and
institutions’ are quite polarised and that no-one is articulating a position which claims
collaboration can have positive benefits for children and institutions at the same time.' Where
a school places a high value on its own importance this is portrayed by the report writer as
having negative consequences upon other children. In relation to the theme of common good
it could be said that the ‘goods’ in common good can be children but not institutions. But
could a position be articulated that sees both children and institutions in terms of common
goods? Another way of seeing this might through the framing of‘community’ in different
terms. For Delanty (2003), contemporary society has exposed us to new possibilities for
community, more defined by a ‘sense of belonging’ than institutional or traditional

3 Further exploration of opinions around the relationship between children and institutions can be seen in the
positional map of Children and Institutions in Appendix 3.
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structures, but a sense of belonging that is characteristic of a more global, ‘post-modern’
world and expressed in ‘unstable, fluid, very open and highly individualized groups’ (Delanty
2003, p. 187). And like Wenger, community, in Delanty’s understanding, is not based on
agreed moral certainties but on ‘communicative processes’ and so less concerned with
defending boundaries and more concerned with a search for belonging. Understood in this
way it releases us from the either/or bind of community or individualism. If community is
primarily a search for belonging it is concerned with the relation of the self to others in a way
that does not diminish the individual but sees community emerge as a shared understanding
or site of negotiated activity - a communication community. In Delanty’s terms, traditional
ideas of community emphasise the ‘symbolic level’ and attempt to generate ‘enduring forms
of symbolic meaning’, however, a communication community keeps the symbolic meaning
of community in tension with the practical through a balance of meaning making and action.
In terms of our findings this is the interplay of‘framing’ and ‘activity of sharing’. Delanty
believes that ‘such new kinds of community have a powerful capacity to define new
situations and thereby construct social reality’ (2003, p. 194) and, arguably, on a local scale
this is what is taking place as a result of the sharing education activities in Northern Ireland.
Put in other ways, common education creates potential for schools to be active agents of
change in the way that they are dynamic communities in interaction with other school
communities and also within their wider communities (or site of activity).

Conclusions
From the outset this chapter has attempted to keep in mind Clarke’s (2005 p. 113) assertion
that actors and their actions cannot be separated from their social worlds, and so awareness of
these worlds can help the researcher understand the actions of actors as social processes, a
core aim of grounded theory. Not only that but the analysis has been informed by a social
theory perspective as found in Wenger and Lave’s work as well as that of Engestrom which
has provided particular opportunities for reflection on areas of contradiction and tension.
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What has been found is that when schools engage in collaboration a primary consideration is
in the negotiation and representation of the meaning of the collaborative activity. This has
been labelled ‘framing’ and defined as an on-going process whereby those involved with the
collaboration set aims, participate in activity and adapt both the aims and their participation.
In addition it could be seen that schools and teachers required ‘motivations’ when engaging
in sharing. ‘Motivations’ were deeply connected to ‘outcomes’ (achieved and perceived) and
involved a good deal of self-interest, which suggested that in collaborative activity any
‘common good’ outcomes must ‘fit’ with self-interest outcomes. But the adaptive aspect of
framing is not confined to the aims and purposes of the sharing, when teachers practise
‘fitting’, it is also evident in the construction of identity. In a sharing environment teachers
find themselves occupying a range of identities that are professional and personal and which
may be experienced as a member of their own school as well as a member of the inter-school
collaboration. Such identities might include: the independent professional, the ‘broker’, the
leader, the staff member, the believer and the citizen. When teachers participate in sharing
they are involved in an ongoing process of framing their identity.

Finally, because communities are by their nature bounded they engage in processes of
boundary maintenance or ‘guarding’ and 'avoidance', and examples of these can be found in
the data. When explored in more detail it was possible to come to a deeper understanding of
these concepts. For example, with regards to ‘guarding’, it could be seen that judgments of
what and how to guard arose out of underlying tensions that exist between concepts such as
‘children’ and ‘institutions’ or ‘integrity1 and 'sharing’. And, in relation to 'avoidance', it was
possible to see it more than silence or unwillingness to talk about certain issues but as a
culture. A culture of avoidance created by a hyper-sensitivity to contentious issues, limited
risk-taking in dealing with difficult issues, an over-emphasis on what is uncontested and
framing the success of collaboration work in narrow terms around friendly relations. It was
also suggested that where framing is identified as an important task of sharing, and where
work can be done to explore basic concepts in creative and critical ways (as with the concept
of'community' shown above) then this can help to construct a new reality.
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Chapter Eleven: The Activity of Sharing in a Shared Education
project

Introduction
The previous chapter has already set a clear context for the consideration of the second main
category (or axial code), ‘the activity of sharing’. Four main areas were identified which
were at the heart of the activity of sharing observed in the data. These were ‘learning’,
‘leading’, ‘bridging’ and ‘struggling’.

As before, there will be close attention paid to the social processes and the analysis will be
informed by theoretical input from social theorists, but there will also be an attempt to take
forward a proposition from Chapter Nine that there are connections across the framing and
activity categories. This chapter finishes with some concluding comments on the findings
from Chapters Ten and Eleven as well as reporting on results from the verification process

Activity of Sharing
The activity of sharing refers to the practical realities of sharing: the decision-making, the
giving, the taking, the organising of events, the meetings, the design of learning tasks, the
leading, the creating, the planning and the teaching. It is obvious in the data, although needs
to be stated, that the activity of sharing can include both negative and positive positions; there
are factors which contribute to sharing and those which inhibit it.
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This definition of the activity of sharing is deliberately broad, but there are situations where
sharing, for some participants has a very specific meaning. For example, in some situations it
may refer to joint teaching, in others to reconciliation or community relations work. Reading
the work of Atkinson et al (2007) which outlines the possible forms of school collaboration
that exist, it is possible to see how ‘sharing’ may be interpreted by different people in many
different ways. Part of the work involved here is to delineate what sharing is in the
collaboration under investigation. We can already say from Chapter Ten that sharing may
involve widening pupils’ horizons, enriching curriculum opportunities and professional
development for teachers. And we can add that these exist within a social context that sees
costs as well as benefits to sharing, therefore, sharing also involves caution, guarding and
institutional self-preservation. This chapter will take the analysis further into the realm of
activity, to see not just what teachers say they are doing when they share but also what they
choose to do. The chapter is structured around the following activities of sharing:
collaborative learning, leading, bridging and struggling.

Collaborative Learning
In Chapter Ten it was shown that one key aim for the collaboration between the SEP cluster
schools was to benefit pupil learning through increased choice, varied learning experiences in
more diverse classrooms and access to greater teacher expertise. Thus, learning was framed
as ‘widening horizons’ and was intended to be carried out in online and face-to-face forms.

The face-to-face learning activities planned by the team were intended to be interesting,
engaging and interactive. They included building, making, planning, presenting, problem
solving, group work etc. The ambition was to move beyond the first stage of learning
together where pupils sat beside each other in the same room, to being interactive learners.
During a number of the special inter-school days, teachers were clear about their desire to be
facilitators of learning rather than instructors, and when they witnessed the activity in the
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group-work and problem-based learning sessions, they felt that this was something that they,
largely, had achieved.

That said, from observations it became clear that, in some situations, there was a need to
attend to details of the dynamics of group-work and the engagement of pupils in tasks.
During an observation of a joint event at a science park (W5) it was noted: 'The workshops
indicated a positive atmosphere but, as with pupils in general at this age, many seemed to find
it difficult to find their place in a group situation.' At the same event observation notes about
inter-school group presentations made by pupils during the day suggested that collaborative
learning was not happening at a deep level at that point within the project:
The presentations had a very limited amount of collaboration. AH pupils I spoke to had only
worked on them during 3 face-to-face encounters. No pupils 1 spoke to had engaged with any
online collaboration over the PowerPoint presentation, even though that had been available
to them. They presented their own slides which seemed in every case to be their own creation
and which had only been placed side by side with the slides of other group members from
other schools at the end. Surely it would be possible to improve this with better collaborative
learning methods and better software, not forgetting the issues around making a
presentation, working together and reviewing how well they worked together? In general
pupils seemed to need much more guidance on how to work in a group and how to make a
collaborative presentation.

This point regarding the difficulties with online collaboration is illustrative of some of the
reservations over online collaboration expressed in the ABP reports. In particular, they note
that ICT was often discussed in terms of equipment rather than educational experiences.
Similarly, in Phase Two, any mention of factors which had the potential to contribute to
further collaboration invariably became a comment about the use of ICT for collaboration,
but without any further qualification as to what this might involve. Within the plans for the
SEP project in our sample there was a clear commitment to the use of virtual contact and an
indication that a number of specific tools would be used including blogs, PowerPoint and a
shared Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) space (hosted on MOODLE). During an
observation of one CIG meeting it was noted that when a question was raised by one teacher
about the effectiveness of ICT contact and the extent to which pupils would naturally
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participate with the VLE, the question was not dealt with in any depth at all and discussion
quickly reverted to issues around logistics and problem-solving.

Phase three data speaks of engagement with virtual contact as a 'natural' part of the
interaction taking place between the pupils in the project, although there is a lack of clarity as
to the exact depth or significance of the contact:
The online: some of them have taken advantage of it more than others. Some of them have
used the time we’ve given them in school and that's been it online, but others once they've
gone home have used Facebook and all to keep in contact. It is quite hard to judge how much
online contact they've had in-between. By the time they had the third day they knew each
other and they were working much better in their teams at W5. (Teacher 4)

While the contact was considered 'natural', in a positive way, as referring to a certain type of
social contact where pupils 'chat' and socialise, it also seemed to be recognised as superficial
and not leading to significant bridging work. Teachers who spoke of the virtual learning were
clear that it could not be a complete substitute for face-to-face contact:
Working in the virtual learning environment and the blog and so on is fantastic but how do
you maintain that ifyou don't have an element offace to face. It is supporting the good work
that has been done on the days that the pupils have met but it wouldn’t be enough to sustain
itself. Well I think that there is no doubt that you would need some form offace to face one
or two days. That would be my own opinion.

So, on the one hand, from all phases of the data there was a positive regard for the
contribution of technology to collaboration and a feeling that it is easy and 'natural' for young
people. On the other hand there was a hesitancy and uncertainty about the ability of
virtual/online learning to achieve the outcomes of learning and reconciliation.

(Salmon 2011) speaks of 5 stages in the development of interactive virtual learning:
1. Access and motivation
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2. Online socialization
3. Information exchange
4. Knowledge construction
5. Development

Based on observation and on comments made by teachers, it seemed that most pupils were at
stage 2, although some remained at 1, having had little motivation to engage online or having
had difficulties with access. In the collaborative pupil presentations observed the intention
was for pupils to use technology to exchange information to complete individual goals,
however there were no specific examples of this being achieved.

It is a limitation of this research that data was not collected directly from pupils and so it is
difficult to ascertain the value they placed on these collaborative learning opportunities or the
impact they had, however, the results here are still of value. It may not be possible to say
specifically what the outcomes were for the pupils but, we can understand how the teachers
framed the shared learning, what conditions they created for it and how they reflected upon it,
and in that regard it may be possible to three important points. Firstly, dialogical discourse is
significantly dependent upon teacher planning and preparation. Literature suggests that where
cooperative learning activities are well-planned, clearly structured and are communicative in
nature (Habermas 1984) they have the ability to be transformational (Wenger and Lave 1991)
and capable of addressing issues of reconciliation. In Mezirow’s (2009, p. 92) view
communicative discourse can provide a set of‘ideal conditions’ for transformative learning
and one which challenges negative 'habits of mind’ such as ethnocentrism. Secondly, where
teachers understand the developmental nature of collaborative learning it can enhance the
conditions for engagement to occur - for example, if teachers had understood the
developmental stages in online learning it most likely would have helped them to move on
from the 'natural' contact to facilitating more challenging experiences. This view that it is
important for teachers to be capable of creating the conditions for dialogical and interactive
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learning leads to a third point which is made by McLauglin (2003b) that the conditions for
common education are created by a teacher who embodies the attitudes and dispositions
aimed for by common education. He speaks of common education requiring a teacher who is
‘a certain sort ofperson who exercises ‘pedagogic phronesis’, that is, a teacher with
sensitivity and wisdom who has the qualities of ‘attentiveness, skill, commitment and
understanding which are not sufficiently summed up in the notion of the ‘reflective teacher”
(McLauglin 2003b, p. 146)

Leading
‘Leadership’ was, initially, one of the most frequently used of all codes during the first
phases of the coding process. However, it became clear that text coded under this broad
heading had a range of different meanings which had to be clarified during the data analysis.
Firstly, 'leadership' was used to refer to a range of management or authority structures: policy
leaders (DE, DEL, Minister for Education), administrative leaders (ELBs, CCEA, CCMS),
and ABP or SEP leaders (e.g. inter-school leadership groups and committees, lead schools).
Secondly, leadership discourse included reference to a number of forms of leadership activity
and included judgements about ‘good’ or ‘skilled’ leadership qualities. Thirdly, when it
came to the activity of sharing there were two particular areas of ambivalence which were
significant in determining how people acted. These were: ‘top-down versus organic’
approaches to the leadership of collaboration and ‘own-school versus inter-school’
responsibilities.

These areas of contradiction (in Engestrom’s terms) are a good starting point for this section
as they give a strong impression of the social context in which the activity of sharing takes
place and they also provide a valuable backdrop to the topic of effective leadership, which we
will examine subsequently.
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Top-down v Organic
In Phase One, throughout the ABP texts, there was a demand from schools that policy leaders
provide clarity and vision, but there was also a desire on the part of some to be given freedom
to be creative and take responsibility for their own affairs. This was coded as a debate
between sharing led from the top down or sharing which is local and organic. On one hand
there was clear frustration with the 'absence of coherence and congruence in the policy
framework' (BELB para. 49) and the need for stronger leadership. This was illustrated by the
difficulty in collaboration at Post-16 where Further Education Colleges and Schools chose to
work together, as each sector were governed by different government departments (DE and
DEL), and there were obvious policy conflicts between them, for example:
the anomaly that 16-19 year olds lose their curriculum entitlement when they move from
school to FE; persistent issues around the parity of esteem of General/Applied qualifications
both generally and in the context of University admissions; and the confusion about the
appropriateness of EF classification of courses to pupil progression to FE-based courses
(SELB 381)

On the other hand there were those who wished to see the policy leaders being reactive to
local initiative rather than being dictatorial:
It is vital that the Department adopts an encouraging and enabling stance to proposed or
emerging changes in provision and develops regulations accordingly (BELB para. 442).

In this and in similar comments the suggestion is that top down collaboration can be artificial
and contrived and lacks sustainability whereas, the 'organic' collaborations are much more
effective4.

4 A positional map showinga range of positions taken on this question within the ABP texts in Phase One can
be foundin Appendix 3.
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Interestingly, as well as positions taken at each end of the spectrum there were also those who
attempted to balance the top down and organic aspects in their approach. One comment
emphasised the need for a 'creative approach to organisational and structural issues at local
level.' (NEELB ABP para373) and the NEELB gave an example of this:
The exploration of models of schooling (and ofgovernance) which differ from those that are
familiar: there are parts of the NEELB area where a model based on a number of 11-14 or
11-16 schools feeding into either a 14-18 or a 16-18 college might offer much more efficient
and effective provision for the young people concerned, and there may also be some where a
16-18 or sixth form college could be established close to or alongside a college offurther
education, enabling them to work collaborate together more productively (para. 652)

Further examples of a balanced approach included the view that, where sharing occurs it is
suggested that progress is not rushed, small successes are valued and leadership of the ABP is
sound: the lead body needs to have a high profile, carrying credibility and having the
capability to lead: it is important that this body carries the burden of its responsibilities
seriously (NEELB 664). Not only that but there needs to be a clear and strong vision which
incorporates all the children in an area. (NEELB 685). In some places it was felt that this was
absent, or developing very slowly, whereas in other cases the collaborations had developed
from weak associations to a sense of a community. This was something encouraged in the
reports, primarily through a shared vision and effective leadership. When considering the
importance of a vision for schools who work together a comment used by the NEELB report
is worth commenting upon. The report uses an interesting phrase when it suggests that
learning communities work to develop the 'personality' of their community.

Moving to the data collected from schools in the SEP cluster under investigation there were a
range of positions taken on the top down and organic approaches to leadership. Similar to
Phase One there were criticisms of political leadership and a call for more direction. For
example, Senior Teacher A:
The Department of Education needs to take the bull by the horns, big time. They've tasked
schools to deliver 24/27 subjects under the EF by 2013, it's only a blink ofan eye away
strategically in terms of all of the work that has to go in behind the scenes to get to that
ultimate goal. And I don't think that, there's not a chance that they'd get every school towards
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that deadline. It's like sending me to climb Mt Everest to be honest. I don't think it's possible
until those who are in power make some key decisions and one of the key decisions for me is
about the structure of the school day and until such times as we have a common structure of
the school day it won 7 be perfect and we'll always be working with flaws. Not that it ever has
to be completely perfect, but 1 think that if those who tell us what we should be doing,
perhaps stood up and were a bit more accountable andforceful or showed more commitment
that perhaps there might be a better will on the ground... I think there needs to be much,
much stronger leadership from the Department of Education or whoever, policy makers or
whoever. It's alright dreaming up this great scheme of wanting schools to work together and
all the rest, but if the infrastructure for them to work together is difficult then it puts obstacles
in the way’ (Senior Teacher A)

Similar sentiments are expressed by teachers in the reports on collaborative projects in
Northern Ireland by Knox (2010, p. 15) and Donnelly and Gallagher (2008). Among their
main findings Donnelly and Gallagher discovered ‘a policy context that is uncertain or
unsympathetic to collaborative activity’ (2008, p.6). This contrasts with the desire
articulated in many documents (mentioned in Chapter Five) that suggest the Department is
attempting to ‘mainstream’ collaborative activity.

Yet, as well as the evidence of frustration with top-down leadership there is a sense of action
and empowerment as a result of the SEP that shows collaboration is possible even where topdown leadership is limited. Key to this, according to the interviewees, was strong leadership
at school level. They noted the ‘enthusiasm’ and ‘commitment’ of‘key people’ in order to
make the collaboration work and, in particular, their faith in the project manager:
All of us just had confidence in [Teacher C - SEP manager] to actually be the person to
coordinate and lead the bid and the planning, and I think we all listened to each other's views
when we were talking about where to pitch the project etc. And I think we just worked
together very effectively to meet the deadlines and get everything together.

Much of the inter-school collaborative activity observed in the SEP cluster was of an organic
kind, as will be shown in the ‘Bridging’ section below, but the evidence from the teachers
suggests that it flourished as a result of having been given opportunities and encouragement
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for them to develop their own skills, to take a lead in specific projects and to provide input
into decision-making processes. One teacher noted about the other members of the CIG:
‘You can always come up with a solution and [Programme Leader] says ‘Yes, that’s a good
idea... They [CIG members] are very open to suggestions and nothing is set in stone.’
(APM1 para. 27)

From the perspective of Engestrom and Clarke we can see from the data the significance of
the wider activity system upon the individual actions. But it is important to also note that
external factors alone do not determine the outcome when tensions arise - Wenger articulates
what we also observe above, that whatever the top-down direction or external factors,
communities produce their own practice (1998, p. 80):
The enterprise is never fully determined by an outside mandate, by a prescription, or by any
individual participant. Even when a community ofpractice arises in response to some
outside mandate, the practice evolves into the community's own response to that mandate.

Managing Own-School and Inter-School Priorities
As the project evolved there were also issues of leadership as it was exercised within and
across the schools involved in the collaboration. Management of the project cut across
existing linear and hierarchical school structures and there are points in the data where these
dynamics are evident. For example, from some observations of the CIG meeting it was clear
that, in certain decisions and practices, the authority structure of the SEP project cut across
that of the individual school’s management structure, particularly at middle management
level, so individual members of staff found themselves having to negotiate between ownschool and inter-school roles and responsibilities.
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Evidence from APM2 suggested that tensions were present and this was confirmed by the
project manager who spoke of how some of the staff involved in collaboration had to
negotiate their roles within the different professional spaces they occupied:
1 think there has been a number of difficulties which have cropped up over the course of the
year and one of them is that they [teachers] see this project is based on STEM but really it’s
on SEP, sharing in education. STEM was just a vehicle we decided to use to move it forward.
It could have been anything it could have been drama, music whatever but from what I
understand having talked to APM2 and a few others, people are now latching on in the
school to this notion of STEM. They now see APM2 as the head of STEM in their school and
that's not what it’s about. I mean APM2 is responsible for looking after Sharing Education,
so I think APM2 has had to deal with that and I think she has said that in her school anything
that comes in post-wise STEM related it would end up in her pigeon hole, where really that
shouldn't be the case necessarily. I have come across that as well; people through the course
of this year have called me the head of STEM. I'm not the head of STEM, I manage the
Sharing Education Programme and we have Heads of Science, Technology and Maths who
theoretically should be the heads of STEM as a cluster group. So that distinction has been
difficult for some people this year and maybe we didn't push enough the Sharing Education /
reconciliation aspect with staff and maybe we pushed too much the fact that it was STEM
based, I don't know.(fM para. 22)

The greater the synchronicity between a teacher’s role in their school and their role in the
inter-school project the easier things would be, but the business of collaboration upsets the
neat hierarchical internal structures of schools and forces reflection upon roles and,
potentially, their re-negotiation or re-positioning. There is a similar point made by Wenger.
When introducing the idea of communities of practice on his personal website, he notes: ‘the
very characteristics that make communities of practice a good tit for stewarding knowledge—
autonomy, practitioner-orientation, informality, crossing boundaries—are also characteristics
that make them a challenge for traditional hierarchical organizations.’ (Wenger 2006)

Another example mentioned by the project manager is where SEP assistant project managers
are not members of senior management teams. This cuts off a significant communication and
decision-making channel between the SEP and that school. On the one hand it was portrayed
as an inconvenience, although, on the other hand, having more leadership roles was a source
for professional development opportunities which would not have existed otherwise.
Whether, over time, these overlaps and inconsistencies may become perceived as a divisive
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force or as a valuable opportunity is, according to the interviewees, largely dependent on the
ability of the school principals to sustain a clear vision for the aims of the project which fits
with the school, its teachers and its own ethos.

Effective Leadership
Keeping these areas of tension in mind it is appropriate to ask if it is possible to understand
more about effective or ineffective approaches to leading collaborative projects from the data
collected. In an interview with the project manager, he noted that the leadership of the project
was based around clear organisation and agreed structures. This view was affirmed by other
interviewees who believed that sound planning, clear roles and an inclusive leadership style
were all key to the project’s successes.

[Relevant literature where leadership is identified as a fundamental part of sharing and
collaboration shows similar findings. Atkinson et al (2007 p. 86-101) place an emphasis
upon the following themes: leadership; negotiations; organisation; staff/stakeholder
involvement; communication; monitoring/evaluation. Findings from the data indicated that
effective leadership of collaboration is increased through balance (between top-down and
organic) and a balance between direction and voice. On the one hand teachers said they
appreciated clear roles and direction: 'Everybody knows where they are going and what’s got
to be done' (APM2), but they also spoke about the benefits of‘inclusive leadership’ where
they felt their contribution was valued, their voice was heard and they could make a
meaningful contribution to the direction of the project.

In all, this required skilful leadership which could be defined as the ability to inspire
confidence through 'commitment1, excellent preparation and strong interpersonal skills:
You need to have key people who are the right people managing it and the right sort of
people to work together so that you can build on the good rapport between schools etc. -with a
common agenda that they want it to work for everybody. (Senior Teacher 3)
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There is a clear indication from this quote that leadership is not just hierarchical but
relational. This is a conception of leadership that is rather different from traditional ideas of
the strong individual. West-Burnham (2007) uses the term ‘shared leadership’ and argues
that in situations where schools work together and/or with the wider community there is a
move from an old paradigm of leadership which is reductive, top-down and reactive to a new
paradigm that is emergent, bottom-up and imaginative:
In essence, the movement is from a focus on the status of the leader to seeing leadership as a
collective capacity, in other words, as a resource available from multiple sources. ’ (WestBurnham 2007, p. 129)

Returning to the data, other examples of these points are evident, where leadership capacity is
fundamentally connected with trust, understanding, reconciliation and communication. These
values and dispositions were not confined to those in formal leadership roles and were coded
as ‘bridging’.

Bridging
A common title in research on school collaboration is ‘Factors that influence sharing’
(Hughes et al p.53f; Donnelly and Gallagher 2008; Atkinson et al 2007, p. 82-85) and
inevitably the factors include a number of things that produce positive improvements in
sharing activity. With the grounded theory approach of exploring basic social processes it
was felt to be more effective to define this in terms of what participants in sharing do in order
to achieve positive improvements in sharing activity, and a suitable term for the majority of
these processes was felt to be ‘bridging’. 'Bridging' is a concept that is about the practical
business of initiating interconnections, sustaining interpersonal relationships, agreeing
expectations, sharing resources and dealing with issues of integration, sectarianism and
reconciliation. The term was felt to be particularly appropriate because it creates a strong
association with the idea of bridge building and this signifies something that is both practical
and part of an on-going process. In order to do their job bridges must have equally strong
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foundations on each side; this reflects the process by which bridging requires an existing and
strong identity from which to start.

Having designated the term 'bridging’ as a reasonable conceptual label for what was within
the data it was reassuring to discover the term being used by authors, such as West-Burnham,
and being conceptually close to the theoretical work of others, including Wenger’s
‘brokering’ (1998. p. 108). Following the work of Robert Putnam, West-Burnham (2007, p.
33) uses bridging to refer to actions that are ‘outward looking’ and one of two fundamental
building blocks in the production of social capital (the other being ‘bonding’).

To take this forward in relation to the data collected from the sharing education project there
were several areas worthy of attention in contributing to an understanding of the activity of
bridging. Firstly, the importance of trust, friendship and inter-personal relationships are
explored. Secondly, the value of commitment and communication are shown as well as
activity that is described as being cosmopolitan. Thirdly, the issues of reconciliation and
avoidance are revisited in an effort to describe bridging as part of a culture of participation.

Trust and Understanding
Inter-personal relationships or connections are mentioned as servicing professional sharing or
collaboration. There is mention of inter-staff and inter-pupil relationships facilitating the
sharing process. It seems very obvious to say that trust is important to this, but it is something
the data shows is explicit in any healthy sharing arrangements. In a few places this is given
very concrete expression, but it is talked about by principals as a shared understanding about
academic standards (including results), values, behaviour and staff-pupil relationships. While
religious ethos is part of this it is certainly not the driving force.
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Trust is initially built on personal relationships, usually of senior management, where sharing
is initiated by individuals voluntarily reaching out to others. But it has to be reinforced
through teacher-teacher contact and reinforced too by outcomes: the relationship must be
seen to work and to have tangible benefits, such as good academic results:
Relationships have been built up over a number ofyears, and ultimately the outcome of that
and the reinforcement of that trust is by the results because people can say with absolute
confidence School A will deliver for your son or your daughter, or I can say School C, School
W, School O, whoever, will deliver for your sons or daughters. And, you see, a lot of that
trust while it has been very much obvious over time at strategic level, the Principal and VP
level, there is another layer ofyour normal classroom teacher and your form teacher and
your year head and all that sort ofstuff and we've tried as learning communities to foster that
collaborative working through staff training days. (Senior Teacher B)

The activity of teachers involved in this type of bridging activity might also be described as
‘brokering’. For Wenger brokers ‘make new connections across communities’ (1998. p. 109)
and engage in ‘import-export’ activities. There are some who are expert brokers but, to a
certain extent, all members of a community can engage in this activity. There are also
specific activities or policies to help (e.g. service agreements, induction sessions, school
contracts) and certain actions, for example, a senior teacher from each school speaking to a
young person at the one meeting if there are serious issues to be addressed:
We would have a couple of issues with two students from two particular schools and it re
occurs every now and then, and because / have very good relationships with the VPs there we
can be seen as a unitedforce in that I'll make a phone-call, they'll make a phone-call, we'll
appear as a pair. They won't see their teacher they'll see their teacher and me. My kids will
see me and somebody else's teacher, so that's about personal relationships and it's very, very
much about trust. (Senior Teacher A)

Part of the trust and friendship must be an agreed professional vision and commitment to
what educating children involves. Obviously this is part of bridging but it is equally part of
■framing’: why are we doing these things? In some cases they are regarded as being implicit
(‘things would have been implicit, certainly’ Senior Teacher B) whereas in others they are
more explicit (e.g. shared induction activities).

In this regard, Wenger notes that good

brokers ‘open new possibilities for meaning’ (p. 109).
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Another practical expression of interpersonal relationships in the data was seen in the sharing
of resources as discussed in the C1G meetings and recorded in the following memo:
The manner in which the issues offunding and resourcing were dealt with was a clear
demonstration of sharing. The funds and resources bought with them were shared as fairly
and equally as possible. This was possible because the funds were available from a central
pot. If each school had to provide authorisation of these funding decisions I imagine it would
be very different - priorities would change. In terms of sharing then, the sharing of resources
is crucial and can be a demonstration ofgood will and goodfaith, which may make other
forms of sharing easier. In many ways what is remarkable is the lack of difficulty these
schools are having with sharing. That is certainly a good sign for the project.

A second resource mentioned was the expertise of staff and on more than one occasion there
was a suggestion that one or other teacher share their expertise with other schools, or an
invite was given to a staff development event hosted by another school. This suggested a
confidence in the teachers in moving between schools to participate in inter-school
professional sharing and as analysis of Phase Three data proceeded it was possible to see
some other examples which were coded with the label ‘cosmopolitanism’ and this is explored
in more detail later in this chapter.

As well as seeing the development of trust and understanding as a form of social capital
between teachers and schools it is worth noting that, viewed from a social worlds or activity
theory perspective, the relationships are intricately connected with perceptions and views of
parents and the wider community. For example, the quotation used at the beginning of this
section that includes the statement that:
...people can say with absolute confidence School A will deliver for your son or your
daughter, or I can say School C, School W, School O, whoever, will deliver for your sons or
daughters.

Looking behind this text, and being aware of the Grammar versus Secondary debate from the
framing chapter, we can see that the development of trust and understanding must take
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account of this specific issue. Using an activity theory analysis we can also say that if the
activity of sharing accelerates too quickly without sufficient conceptualisation or framing of
the activity in relation to Grammar and Secondary issues then the relationship is likely to be
damaged. But where mediational tools and artefacts are employed to revise the object of
sharing, it may be possible for the overall situation to be transformed.

Commitment, Fitting and Communication
Three other aspects of bridging activity that were identified were commitment (or 'buy-in’),
fitting and communication.

Staff involved in the SEP project had a personal commitment to making the collaboration
work and were prepared to give extra time and effort to it, indeed, they commended each
other in this regard:
Project Manager is fantastic 1 am sure that you have noticed in the meetings that he is very
much... I suppose it’s because he puts so much into it before we came on board that we are
all just willing to do our bit. Nobody is really shirking. Everybody knows where they are
going and what’s got to be done. The ultimate goal is sustainability like you know we want to
be able to keep this going. Make a success of it now and then there is a better chance that we
will be able to keep it on. (APM2)

From what APM3 notes we can see that the extra commitment is strongly connected with
'fitting':
Well 1 think the people involved are committed to it. I think they have appliedfor the post
and they are genuinely interested to do with the subject or professional development or
whatever. Certainly getting everybody together, the time element with the timetables being
very different in the three schools can cause issues and then a number of the staff maybe
giving them an element of time to be able to do the certain activities and tasks. But it's like
anything, time to get to do it, but everybody’s given up their time to make the days a success

Similarly APMI says:
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Myself, APM2 and APM3 and Project Manager have all worked very closely together and the
Science girls have been great and the Maths girls have been great as well. They each do
their little bit, they will bounce ideas off one another, they will email one another and things
have gone and have moved pretty quickly because all of those teachers want to be there and
want to be doing the programme. They all appliedfor those jobs and all expressed an
interest in those jobs rather than just doing it as a mundane, part of the job task. It has been
very good working like that and I think we all have worked well together.

This fitting process is a harmonization of interests, close to what Habermas calls
‘communicative action’ (Habermas 1990, p. 134). In discussing forms of resolution between
actors of differing positions Habermas distinguishes between strategic action and
communicative action. Of strategic action, he says that where two parties are interested in
‘success’ which has a teleological frame they will:
try to reach their objectives by influencing their opponent's definition of the situation, and
thus his decisions or motives, through external means by using weapons or goods, threats or
enticements... In such cases, coordination of the subjects actions depends on the extent to
which their egocentric utility calculations mesh. The degree of cooperation and the stability
is determined by the interest positions of the participants. (Habermas 1990, p. 133)
'

However, Habermas believes that an alternative is communicative action where,
Actors are prepared to harmonize their plans of action through internal means, committing
themselves to pursuing their goals only on the condition of an agreement - one that already
exists or one to be negotiated - about definitions of the situation and prospective outcomes.
(Habermas 1990, p. 134)

This is close to the activities noted in the data and also provides some further evidence that
the activity of sharing is strongly entwined with framing. Communicative action might also
be described as an ethos that is not confined at the outset by talk of targets and outcomes, it is
characterized by openness and agreement around the ‘framing’ of the activity, an agreement
that is provisional and negotiable.
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There is the 'negative case' as well in Teacher Five's interview, where people don't see the
posts fitting with their interests and therefore have little commitment to the project:
With the STEM project there was nobody in Science or Maths applied for that job, she
teaches ICT and so 1 think it said a lot when nobody in Science or Maths or Technology
appliedfor the position and I was the only one within Science, Technology or Maths who
appliedfor what I'm doing, so that spoke volumes really that nobody wanted to get into
anything that they didn't know much about at that point. So it has been quite hard, but there
are a few folk who are very willing to help out. They probably don't know the details and the
ins and outs and the aims and things...

And when asked to participate in the actual activities they were unwilling to be too involved:
And so there has been a bit of, 'It's not my problem' or 'I've got my own thing to be going on
with.' So when we've had the days, like W5, it was pretty hard getting people to come out for
the day. When we've been here in school we managed it to get staff out, and they were pretty
keen, but there are definitely a few who are really keen and want to know what is going on
but equally there are just as many, certainly within Science, who aren't really that interested
sadly

In the data analysis this was termed the problem of'buy-in' where teachers did not feel a
strong commitment or allegiance to a collaborative project. This was something that came to
the fore during observations and informal discussion with several unhappy teachers at a joint
event in a local science park (W5). The entire pupil cohort of Year 8 pupils from the three
schools attended this event. It had taken months of planning by the C1G and, on the day,
involved the majority of members of staff from the Science and Maths departments from each
school. While the pupil activities for the day were led by staff from the science park, the
teachers were expected to supervise the pupils and act as learning facilitators. For many of
the teachers this was the first time that they had been directly involved in the SEP project.
During the event 1 took time to speak with as many teachers as possible and, afterwards,
wrote observational memos about the conversations. From my notes, 1 identified a few points
that were made on more than one occasion and were expressed strongly by those with whom
I spoke:
- They were at the W5 event as supervisors only and their expertise was not being utilised
sufficiently. (One comment that represented this was 'We could do it ourselves!')
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-

They had little opportunity to build relationships with staff from the other schools as the

supervision rota did not provide opportunities for contact between teachers and when teachers
were together at lunchtime they tended to stay within their own school groups.
- They weren't sure what was in it for them.
- SEP was something the SEP team and some pupils did, rather than all staff.

Of course a community, by its nature, has insiders and outsiders, those who are members and
those who aren’t, and in many cases this is not highly significant, but from a social theory
perspective there is also the insight that where participation and non-participation interact ‘to
define each other’ (Wenger 1998 p. 165) it takes on a special significance. For example,
being a teacher at School A and not School B, means that participation in the community of
practice in School B is closed to them, and in most cases this non-participation is not
significant to them - a teacher cannot be a member of every school community. However,
when the schools engage in a shared project and some teachers sit on the side-lines of the
activity, their non-participation is significant. Wenger (1998, p. 165) goes further to
distinguish two forms of interaction between participation and non-participation:
‘peripherality’ and ‘marginality’. The former refers to non-participation as a type of
induction, where an individual (such as a trainee or novice) is not yet capable of full
experience or participation. The latter refers to non-participation as a type of exclusion
where an experienced staff member is restricted from, or opts-out of, full participation.

Within the Sharing Education Project Teacher Five framed the issue over the non
participation of staff as a problem of communication:
/ think the personal effect would have a really big influence, if they just fell that they were
being told about it and asked about it and their opinions and thoughts and what they would
like to be involved in.
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Teacher Five's comment seems to be a thinly veiled criticism of the leadership of the project,
and there is a sense that decisions are made and passed down to others with a limited amount
of communication or seeking to 'win' people to the cause of the project. In this sense, the
non-participation would seem to be one of marginalisation. However, it is clear that Teacher
Five believes that 'fitting' can be managed and 'commitment' increased. It is not just about
people seeing a fit for themselves but about communicating and helping them to understand
how a project or activity might fit with their own work.

In their review of the literature of inter-school collaboration, Atkinson et al (2007, p. 90)
identify sound and regular communication as a fundamental element of effective
collaboration, but also, as shown here, that the communication is improved when there is a
personal element such as face-to-face meetings or joint training activities between schools.
However, taking Wenger’s analysis on board also brings a fresh perspective to this as we can
see this as a form of boundary negotiation between several schools that in themselves
constitute separate forms of communities of practice. It is worth reminding ourselves that the
inter-school collaboration might be viewed as a ‘constellation’ (p. 127), where two
communities of practice share certain discourse, practices and styles, (p. 128). Wenger also
believes that while organisations that form a constellation may not share a ‘practice’ they are
able to share elements of a practice, namely ‘style’ and ‘discourse’, which in turn create
‘forms of continuity’ (p. 129) and the ‘material for the negotiation of meaning’ (p. 129).

In

other words, if the inter-school activity is seen in terms of social theory, it can be seen that
those involved most directly with the project from the various schools are part of a new
emergent community. When other teachers become involved, therefore, they need to be seen
as entering a new arena where ‘peripherality’ is a legitimate and necessary position to adopt
as a way in to the community. A good example of this was related to this issue of‘buy-in’.
After the sharing event in the science centre, described in Chapter Nine, the project manager
felt action was needed to achieve collaboration involving greater numbers of staff. His
solution was to bring staff from the relevant departments in the three schools together in
subject or project clusters:
As you are aware we had the notion of the cluster groups and I'm pleased to say we got
round to having some more of those at the end of term. So there was a Careers one last week
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and it was meant to be last term but it happened last week and I have met with the
representative from here and she has spoken very positively about what happened last week.
They met together to collate and share careers resources on STEM and they are putting
forward a number ofproposals which they would like to see implemented in the project next
year. So that whole notion of staff sharing good practice, best practice, next practice
whatever you want to call it is still one which I want to see driven forward more effectively
next year than maybe what it has been this year. Those cluster groups 1 think are going to be
a key area for doing that over the next year. (PM, para 20)

This was essentially employing the resources of discourse and style (in this case a shared
interest and language around subjects) in order to increase the buy-in of staff into this
particular project. However, the effectiveness of this strategy may also have limitations as
one other example on the question of‘authority' illustrates.

Authority
APM2 ascribed the success of each joint event to be partly as a result of pupils being
managed by their own teachers, as well as those from another school. This reminded me of
Senior Teacher 1 who, during Phase Two, described the benefits of displaying joint authority
from different schools when dealing with any behavioural issues that arose during shared
classes in their Area Learning Community:
Snr Teacher 1: 'We would have a couple of issues with two students from two particular
schools and it re-occurs every now and then, and because I have very good relationships with
the VPs there we can be seen as a unitedforce in that I'll make a phone-call, they'll make a
phone-call, we'll appear as a pair. They won't see their teacher they'll see their teacher and
me. My kids will see me and somebody else's teacher, so that's about personal relationships
and it's very, very much about trust. Some of our kids, they won't have experienced that...'
Interviewer: And it's about agreed principles I suppose, like, 'We agree this isn't
appropriate.'
Snr Teacher I: Absolutely, absolutely. And this is how we work, and ifyou don't want to work
in this way then you perhaps won’t be part of this programme. And it has been very effective.
Very, very effective. But you have to be aware, you have to be conscious of it andfor some
kids it is more of an issue, obviously, than it is for others.
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In this case authority offered an opportunity for a shared discourse and shared style to be
practised. This acted as a model of sharing, where the pupils were able to see their teacher
working with a teacher from another school but there was a limit to the sharing which meant
that it remained as a shared style but not a fully integrated practice where authority was fully
shared. This limit was the perception on the part of some teachers that they could not
exercise a legal duty of in loco parentis over pupils from other schools.

But, in relation to this particular project, this made me wonder: what if the authority was
'fully shared authority' in that a mixed group of pupils could be under the authority of
teachers from one school? Would this be considered an achievement of collaboration, where
'their children' became 'our children'? Or would this seem to be a step too far? Would there be
enough of the trust, mentioned by Teacher One, that is needed to allow this to happen? This
is a question I put to the project manager, and his response was clear - shared authority
whereby a teacher from one school was responsible for pupils from several schools would not
be desirable. The boundary was clearly defined in relation to this in legal terms - if pupils
were out of school they had to be supervised by a teacher from their own school. This
confirmed the view from other senior teachers that the exercise of authority in a collaborative
or shared situation required the presence of teachers from more than one school, including the
school where the pupil was enrolled. The veracity of this legal position may be worth
investigating further but, for the purposes of the research which is attempting to explore the
boundaries between sharing and not sharing, it is possible to say that in the view of the
participants the boundary of sharing authority is both legal and moral. To a teacher the
distinction is clear - ‘their’ children are not ‘our children’ because ‘their’ parents have not
divested that power to me by choosing my school for their child, therefore to act in loco
parentis for their children would assume a legal and moral authority which 1 do not possess.

If schools wished to explore this boundary further it would require a discussion of who ‘our
children’ are in both a legal and moral sense. Again, it is the wider activity system or social
world that provides the key to understanding the actual practice between the schools.
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However, the evidence suggests that, at present, working within this boundary works very
effectively for the partner schools as long as they display their joint authority in demonstrable
and visible ways.

A further aspect of whole-school buy-in was the 'unequal commitment' perceived by some
teachers across the three schools. Some felt that their school was showing a greater
commitment to the project than others:
I got some feedback from some of our science teachers and the issue actually came up a
couple of times about some teachers from here feeling that some of the other teachers from
some of the other schools didn't get quite as involved as what they should have done.
(Teacher 3)

This suggests that, even with different internal structures within the schools, there is a need
for teachers to see the contribution they are making as roughly equivalent to that of teachers
from other schools

Cosmopolitanism
The code 'cosmopolitanism' was used to describe the feeling of confidence teachers had in
moving between schools as well as the ways in which teachers balanced a sense of a common
identity with an identity rooted in one community. Using relevant literature on
cosmopolitanism it was possible to develop the concept within the data analysis in further
depth. In particular, four aspects of cosmopolitanism were identified in the work of Beck
(2006), Rapport, (2012), Amit (2012) and Appiah (2006) which could be said to relate to the
data.
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Firstly, Cosmopolitanism as both/and. Beck ( 2006 p.14) describes cosmopolitanism as
resting on a ‘both/and principle’, that of difference and equality where:
The foreign is not experienced and assessed as dangerous, disintegrating andfragmenting
hut as enriching. My curiosity about myself and about difference makes others irreplaceable
for me. ' (2006, p. M)
In a similar way Appiah (2006, p. xv) describes cosmopolitanism as possessing a ‘universal
concern’ as well as a ‘respect for legitimate difference’.
An example of this in the data is the ability of one teacher to work with others effectively, yet
retaining her own values and loyalty to her own school:
APM1 - Personally 1 don’t believe in the eleven plus system and grammar school streaming
etc. I do believe that children should be pushed and high ability children should be catered
for but I don’t know if Grammar schools and Secondary schools are the right way of doing it.
That is just my personal opinion. Working with them I have no problem at all. They have
chosen to go there, chosen to teach there, chosen to send their children there etc, etc and
that’s a choice they have made. Likewise our students have been sent here because its
integrated education. We have kids who have passed the eleven plus, kids who have failed
the eleven plus, we have kids who can’t read and write. I like teaching that diverse range. I
like the challenges of that.
INTERVIEWER - But the point is none of this, or difference of opinion, has got in the way of
the programme?
APM1 - No because I’m too professional.
INTERVIEWER - So you don’t feel you are being asked to be more like these other schools.
APM1 - No, something I’m not, no.
A second aspect of Beck’s work that is interesting is the idea of ‘egoism of cosmopolitan
interests’, that is, ‘Those who integrate the perspective of others into their own lives learn
more about themselves as well as about others.’ (Beck 2006, p. 14). It conforms to the idea of
professional development that arises out of collaboration already shown in the analysis
through the concept of‘fitting’.

Thirdly, cosmopolitanism as conversation (Appiah 2006, p.xxi), that is, structures of sharing
that grow out of and are sustained by personal relationships, respect and trust, but which are
not dependent on moral universalism or uniform value systems. Amit (2012) describes this
as an ordinary and mundane form of cosmopolitanism which she calls 'consociate relations'.
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She defines consociation as ‘associate in fellowship or alliance’ (2012, p. 24). She illustrates
this with reference to the parents of children who are involved in track and Held sports. They
share a common bond in this regard, although for many this may amount to little more than
being an acquaintance, but as the season develops and parents interact the potential exists for
a more involved relationship where the shared experience is accompanied with ‘the exchange
of stories’ or ‘interpretive narratives’ and so a consociate relationship develops. Amit
concludes that ‘consociation in social life thus requires mutual intention, creativity as well as
opportunity to develop.’ (p. 26). The evidence noted above in relation to trust, understanding
and friendship provides many examples of this.

Finally, cosmopolitanism as mobility across sites of difference. For Rapport (2012)
cosmopolitanism speaks of the freedom ‘to move between classificatory elements without
stopping, without finally arriving, without definitive association.’ (p. 77). Evidence of this
sense of cosmopolitanism could be seen in the data:

Interviewer: So does it make you feel you can move in and out of these schools with ease.
There is no block or barrier.
Teacher 5: No not at all. Now I've got contacts in both of them I would have no bother.
Interviewer: And, personally would you feel that that ease of moving in and out would extend
to something say even like if there were a job came up in one of those two schools, you would
feel comfortable applying for it?
Teacher 5: Yes, absolutely.

Ultimately, cosmopolitanism for Rapport (2012) is a creative, future-oriented process of
identity making and the data would confirm that not only the concept of cosmopolitanism but
the range of activities of sharing involved in ‘bridging’ are all in process. There is a sense that
collaboration is an incremental process where partnerships evolve over time, so long as they
are rooted in personal relationships,
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Reconciliation and Avoidance Revisited
The discussion in Chapter Ten around reconciliation indicated that, framed as it was by
teachers, it was an aspiration unlikely to succeed but that it also had to be understood as part
of a wider culture of avoidance. Looked at from the perspective of bridging, however, has
given some indication of how reconciliation might be practised and framed in different terms.
Where hyper-sensitivity to contentious issues, limited risk-taking and an over-emphasis on
friendly relations may constitute a culture of avoidance it may be possible to portray the
characteristics of bridging as constitutive of a culture of engagement. This includes increased
risk-taking enabled by teachers acting as brokers and through an increased sense of
confidence; an emphasis upon collaborative learning and the negotiation of shared goals; and
a balanced approach to contentious issues, where the idea of reconciliation (in terms of
friendliness or good relations) is not reified to a point where it is mis-aligned to the practice
of reconciliation. The contrasting cultures are represented in the table below (Table 5).

243

Chapter 1 /

Culture of Avoidance

Culture of Engagement

Flyper-sensitive to contentious issues.

Awareness of contentious issues and balance
between reification and participation in
reconciliation activities.

Increased risk-taking and a recognition of the

Low risk-taking.

value of bridging and brokering work.

Over-emphasis on commonalities and on

Emphasis on collaborative learning and

friendly relations as the telos of sharing.

negotiation of goals along with a recognition
that collaboration involves contradictions and
tensions.

Tabic 5 Culture of Avoid since ami Culture of Engagement

Struggling
As common as the title, 'Factors that influence sharing’, is the title 'Factors that inhibit
sharing". For example, Atkinson e/c//(2007, p. 73-81); Donnelly and Gallagher (2008,
p. I9f); Flughes et al (2010, p.22-23) and Knox (2010, p.16) all note that factors inhibiting
sharing include transport, timetabling, funding as well as the converse of those features
designated as having a positive impact upon sharing, for example: poor relationships between
staff, low commitment levels, inwardness and little support from the wider community.
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Clearly there can be practical difficulties when sharing and it is no surprise that there are
similar issues identified in our data. Difficulties with sharing written about in the ABP
reports included the historical reality of different management types and the resulting
segregation of school populations. Added to these issues were a wide range of other
inhibiting factors: timetabling, travel, class sizes, quality control, inexperience, poor use of
1CT and negative impact on pupils’ welfare.

Within the schools involved in the Sharing Education Project there was some reluctance to
name the problems experienced in the SEP during the interviews but a number of inhibiting
factors did emerge in the later stages of each interview. Examples of obstacles or sticking
points were: the workload for staff, the welfare of the children, time commitment, travel,
funding, calendar and timetabling issues but also the dangers of compromising on values,
principles or educational standards.

One Principal (Senior Teacher B) was concerned that with too much collaboration things
could 'get out of hand' (a phrase she used on more than one occasion). This phrase suggested
that collaboration is resource and time intensive and potentially disruptive to school life.
There seemed to be a sense that these risks should be contained or limited. In order to judge
what constitutes too 'out of hand' the examples of acceptable collaboration she provided were:
a yearly school trip or an inter-school quiz, involving a small number of pupils and brief time
commitment.

Senior Teacher A offered some specific solutions to the practical issues:
Even ifyou think across the city, ifyou think ofBelfast as one pocket. Until there are some
sort of common structures, right across all the schools, be it all the schools in North Belfast,
all the schools in the West, all the schools in the East, it doesn't matter. Until there are some
solid structures in place to make things easier for people, there are going to be obstacles in
the way. It's even simple things, I mentioned timetables already, it's also issues to do with
transportation, moving kids around. A child has a bus pass but the bus pass isn't validfor
them to travel down the road because their bus pass says they must travel from A to B. It's
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silly things like that, and yet from a schools perspective we have to use a phenomenal
amount of money to transport kids around, because the amount of money is huge.

During the interviews, the most strongly expressed concerns in Phase Three were in relation
to workload and sustainability. Teachers generally expressed the potential workload issues
with collaboration as an issue of'time': 'it's tough to get it all in and get your own things
organised.' (Teacher 4); '1 think probably one of the barriers [to further collaboration] would
be the time for staff (that's the big one)' (APM3). With regards to sustainability there were a
range of concerns.

Sustainability
Sustainability was conveyed as uncertainty about the future and concern about certain factors
likely to get in the way of continuing collaboration. The most frequently mentioned obstacles
to sustained collaboration were those of funding, timetabling and travel:
On travel and funding several comments provide a clear picture of the issues concerned:
/ think for Queens that we had an evaluation at each point and the focus is very much how
are you going to sustain the work that you are doing certainly at the minute the money, the
funding that has been given a lot of it for example even on transport costs for the pupils to
come, all first years, 140 kids from Dominican and Hazelwood to come here for two days
plus a third day at W5. So there is a transport cost there, registering them for the Crest
Award, the secondform for the ASDAN Maths Award, Cope with the thirdform. So the
funding helps now but in the second and third year I can see that covering professional
development opportunities etc but what happens after the third year? (APM3)

The celebrationary day we are doing on the 7th June has 450 children involved in that in the
one day. You are talking about busing them down there, you are talking about W5, all the
logistics of doing that. Even something as simple as buying the resources, doing the
photocopying, it's massive, and when you breakdown the costs it's huge. Even funding staff
out for the day and getting sub coverfor the day and things like that.' (APM1)
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'The outcomes are definitely being achieved now the problem would be sustaining it beyond
the three years... So, most certainly, there are friendships that have developed and the aim of
the cross community, but again it's just how does the school keep this up, sustain that? There
are other costs for example staff costs, cover costs maybe 6 or 8 staff out to the different
things... but if the school says it is a priority... but it’s just the funding that goes with it.'
(APM3)

This suggests that funding arrangements can be the decisive factor in how a school or cluster
of schools can position themselves in relation to their collaborative efforts, although other
factors are significant. Another frequently mentioned barrier to collaboration from phases
one and two was timetabling and the difficulty brought about by schools having different
daily routines:
Interviewer: ...ifyou thought this is working well, let’s work together more, what would it be?
what would you work together on?
APM2 - Well you see that’s where logistics start to kind ofget into things, starts to mess
things up. Well for example the Electronics class that has to be a twilight class because of
the timetabling issues and then even logistics ofgetting from school to school. Certainly from
the point of view of working with teachers from other schools 1 think it's great and the whole
sharing best practice. It can only be learnedfrom.

The issue of'sustainability' is a theme raised by other literature on sharing education in
Northern Ireland (see especially Knox 2010) and is clearly significant for this particular SEP.
That said, the wider picture from the data considered in this chapter is that struggling may be
a feature of inter-school collaboration but there are many solutions which teachers create to
face those difficulties including effective leadership, bridging activities and forms of
collaborative learning.

Some Conclusions on the Activity of Sharing
Based on the analysis of results presented above it is possible to offer some conclusions in
relation to the core concept of ‘activity’. The first is that activity can fall short of achieving
the aims ascribed to it. This could be seen, for example, in relation to the activity which
teachers planned for pupils. While teachers planned for interaction between young people
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from different schools in both virtual and face-to-face environments it was not always
achieved. This is hardly a major surprise, but it reminds us that dialogical learning of the
kind desired by Callan (1997) does not occur as a result of pupils simply being together, but
that the right conditions for such learning must be cultivated over time, and key to cultivating
those conditions are teachers who, in McLaughlin’s (2003b) view, must exercise ‘pedagogic
phronesis

Secondly, ‘leading’ is a fundamental activity when schools share, although coming to an
understanding of leadership in sharing in education requires careful deconstruction of the
term as it is used in multiple ways by participants. This means that clarity in defining
leadership can help with addressing issues around various forms of leadership or solving
problems associated with it. The results from this chapter also indicate that effective
leadership within a school collaboration should be exercised with attention to balance
between direction and voice. One possible approach to achieve this is a conceptualisation of
leadership as a capacity rather than a role limited to a small number of people within an
organisation.
Thirdly, the activity of sharing involves trust and the development of strong inter-personal
relationships; it generally begins with existing relationships between senior staff and is
sustained through a process of‘bridging’. ‘Bridging’ requires that an institution begins with a
solid foundation (healthy self-interest) coming from a strong sense of its own ‘identity and
purpose’ and it is facilitated by agreed common elements (e.g. common timetabling; common
standards; common vision). However, not all bridging activity is of the same kind - it may be
possible to distinguish between two types of bridging activity: strategic activity and
communicative activity (Habermas 1990).
Fourthly, the activity of sharing involves conflict as a result of boundaries and ‘multi
voicedness’ (Engestrom 1987). These conditions are also a catalyst for development and
transformation; creative solutions can emerge where contradictions arise. However, a
balance between framing and activity is necessary. For example, for schools to reconcile the
tensions between ‘top down and organic leadership’ they must sustain an iterative process
whereby they articulate their aims, participate in sharing and as a result of review, make
adjustments. The recognition that conflict and tension exist may also help to deal with the
culture of avoidance. While the recognition of commonalities and similarities between
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divided groups is likely to be restorative in a society that has experienced significant conflict
associated with those divisions, it is also important to recognise that engagement across
boundaries of difference does not require private moral values to be shared. Developing
positive community relations through shared practical action and public values, while
recognising that significant differences may remain, is also a meaningful and reasonable form
of dialogical engagement.

Results from the Verification Process
The verification process, as described in Chapter Seven, involved two observations and an
interview with two teachers from a second SEP cluster. The purpose was to check for
‘applicability’ of the findings, which could be described as checking for congruence and
credibility in relation to the conceptual framework developed from the analysis contained in
chapters Nine to Eleven. A summary of the findings from the verification data is presented
below under the now familiar headings of‘framing’ and ‘activity of sharing’.

Framing

Similar to the findings reported in Chapter Nine, the teachers initially framed the aims of the
collaboration in terms of instrumental outcomes - more academic choice and better financial
sense - and one also added a comment about reconciliation:
1 mean, these kids walk up the same hill to school on different sides of the road sometimes
and don't be chatting to each other, but now they have a reason to chat to each other
Interestingly, there was a similar comment during one of the observations of Key stage 3
pupils talking about the benefits of school collaboration with each other. One pupil said:
Instead of walking on opposite sides of the street we can now walk on the same side.

That said, the issue of ethos and the presence of‘guarding’ were also apparent in the
following exchange:
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Interviewer: And what about the values or ethos of the school?
Teacher 9: Very distinct. Every child comes from their own culture, that's never ever
minimised and The Spirit of Enniskillen do quite a lot of work on that.
Teacher 8: And both Principals are very clear on that, that this is our school and our ethos
and we won't change that but these [structures] are non-important things, I mean we can
change and make our lunchtime five minutes earlier if it matches with the timetable because
that's not a major issue.
Interviewer: So there's a sense of'we have our own identity' and so on, but do you feel there
has been any sort of common identity that has emerged as a result of it?
Teacher 8: Well as time goes on I'm struck that our two schools are very proud of what we
have achieved. Yes it is very common and no we don't think about it every day at all but when
you do sit back and think, yes a lot has been achieved, and I've had a tiny part to play
perhaps.
Teacher 9: One common thing, it's not a common identity, but y'know I told you about the
year 8 rugby team. Well they're not wearing separate uniforms, they ’re wearing the same
uniform and they're playing for [Town name]... Area Learning., well, 1 don't know what
they're playing for!
Teacher 8:1 don't know what it says on the back of their shirts actually!
Teacher 9: Neither do I, but that is probably some form of common identity. Also a joint
band, though they'll probably wear two different uniforms. But ifyou're going on a trip, for
example, both schools will go on that trip. You [Teacher 8] are taking your kids to Stormont.
Teacher 8: Yeah. And I take my history class to conferences and they wear their own
clothes... just so they have their own identity as a group together my class don't wear a
uniform.
But it is also possible to see that both the framing of identity and forms of sharing have
developed in complex ways as was suggested might be possible in the analysis above.
Commonality is not one thing but a myriad of responses that take account of the social
context, the purpose of the activity and the ethos of each school. In some cases sharing
means doing the same activity with the same uniform or sports kit, in other places it is
sharing an activity with different uniforms and in other places it is sharing a commonality
through being distinct from all other schools by wearing no uniform. The very fact that such
a range of options exist suggests that the processes of negotiation are well developed and that
there is a strong balance between reification and practice which indicates that teachers have
the ability to stand back and ask ‘Why should we do it this way?’

Not only did the teachers’ responses suggest an ability to frame the sharing in flexible and
fluid ways but their discourse indicated how some of the tensions noted in Chapter Nine
around the framing of‘our children’, were overcome through a sense of children and teachers
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having multi-membership of different communities. In the middle of a conversation about
young people who were involved in joint activities the interviewer became confused:
Interviewer: Now here's the interesting thing, I don’t know who you are talking about
because when you're saying 'your kids' and you're saying 'my kids' whose kids are we talking
about? You mean your subject kids?
Teacher 8: My subject class [laughs]
Interviewer: So who are your kids? Y'know, when you think 'who are my kids?' are they the
people I teach who happen to be in my classroom or are 'my kids' the kids in my school?
Teacher 9:1 suppose it depends on what you're talking about. I knew very clearly that you
meant your class.
Teacher 8: [laughs] Whenever I'm talking about post-161 mean my class, whenever I talk
about year 11, history is not a collaborative subject, we have our own history class and you
have your own history class simply because of numbers so whenever 1 talk about year 111
talk about 'my kids' in terms of High School children, because that's who I'm primarily
responsible for as head ofyear. But maybe that doesn't really help you [laughs].
Interviewer: It's interesting but isn't it? That's something I see in some of the other clusters
I've been working in, a strong sense of these are 'our kids' and they are 'your kids' but it's like
you have slipped into this other language where 'my kids' include the kids from the other
school.
Teacher 8: They're very much part of'my class', I am their teacher and it is my history room.

It may be possible to analyse this through the perspective of Engestrom as suggested in
Chapter Nine, where there have been sideways moves in response to the double-bind
dilemma of the priorities of children against the priorities of institutions.

Activity of Sharing
Things that are the same include, leadership and bridging. Struggling issues are there,
especially at Key stage 3, but the leadership and bridging are used in creative ways to
overcome these.

There is evidence of genuinely collaborative learning opportunities and of reconciliation
work that attempted to be welcoming but to recognise difference and to help the children to
deal with these in creative ways. The use of one outside agency specialising in reconciliation
work with young people was used for this purpose and felt to be very effective.
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Leadership placed a strong emphasis upon communication and induction of both teachers
and pupils:
I sat down with [Snr Teacher 6], our principal, and [Teacher 10], the head ofyear from
[School E] and [Teacher 11] at that stage, we sat down round a table and we just talked
about problems that we would have. [Teacher 10] and Ifrom a pastoral point of view were
saying, what if a child doesn 7 attend a school or what if a child is late, how does that
practically work out? How do 1 or a classroom teacher get in touch with a head ofyear,
because normally I would see them in the staff room and say 'Karen was in late today, what
was that about?'. That's not as easy if they're across the road and it's five minutes to walk
over and I haven't got time to do that. It's very much practical things that took a lot of
planning, induction handbooks, getting Spirit of Enniskillen in, making sure there were maps
of the school, making sure the teachers were informed and said, we have a bit of a list done
for teachers - advice for you on your first day of Year 11 collaborative classes - because now
it was involving so many more teachers than it was at post-16. So to say, this was nothing to
be afraid of but these are some handy hints for you for your first couple of weeks with them
and then ifyou have difficulties this is what you do at pupil level when you need to sort it out,
and at teacher level when you need to sort it out. And then how we were going to deal with
parents as well. So for us we had a meeting the first day back in September with parents and
in that 1 spoke to them about GCSEs and what they all meant, but 1 also spoke to them about
collaboration and the fantastic opportunity here andjust what they'd be doing and these are
the rules that School E have and there the same as our rules...
Teacher 9: Parents want to know as well that there child is being caredfor, that they're safe
and secure and happy. Not to many parents don't want that for their children. And that's
ongoing, because you can make it better, you can find better ways to communicate...
Teacher 8: Even as time goes on...
Teacher 9: ...yes, you realise that there are better.
Teacher 8:...this week ahead I need to pop into classes this week and let [School E] pupils
know my face and things like that.

The bridging is noticeable in the development of a wide repertoire of styles and discourses,
although the teachers are keen to point out that these are not tantamount to a common identity
or common pedagogical philosophy:
Teacher 9:1 think that what we are doing now is trying to align our teaching, I don't mean
the teaching methodologies, trying to align what goes on in the classroom so that children,
when they go from classroom to classroom can expect the same overviews or handbook or
whatever it is. We've done a bit ofwork on that now and that's what that teaching and
learning group is about. We're coming up with a document that teachers should, not
prescriptive, but broad things...
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Teacher 8:... like learning intentions, end of lesson plenary, using the same language and the
same terms...
Teacher 9: Yes, so that they're not getting completely different experiences. Without trying to
tell anybody how to teach, not too prescriptive.

Yet, this certainly goes beyond a minimalist conception of sharing - it provides sufficient
depth that they can exhibit pride in their shared activities, as Teacher comments:
Well as time goes on I'm struck that our two schools are very proud of what we have
achieved. Yes it is very common and no we don't think about it every day at all but when you
do sit back and think, yes a lot has been achieved, and I've had a tiny part to play perhaps.

There is more mention of the wider community in the interviews and in the way pupils talked
about themselves in the video-work and in their awareness of the significance of what they
were involved in. On one occasion, where a parent refused to allow their child to be
involved, the teacher restated the value of the collaboration in providing greater academic
opportunities for the child, but also permitted the parent the right to exercise an opt-out for
the child, which they did. This confidence in the value of the collaboration, however, was
only possible as a result of the existing trust and understanding as well as a shared
commitment to the pastoral care of the pupils generally, as mentioned in the comments from
the teachers above.

While it is not possible to provide a neat and coherent match across all the conceptual
categories in each setting, it is hoped that enough has been said to demonstrate the value of
the general conceptual framework by showing the plausibility of this formulation through a
verification process that affirms the credibility of the conceptual language used and an
explication of the social processes involved in a second sharing education project.
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Chapter Twelve: Conclusion

Introduction
This thesis has attempted to pursue two aims: to clarify issues around the nature of common
and shared education and, using a grounded theory approach, to assess what can be learned
about the challenges and possibilities for sharing education in the context of Northern Ireland.
It is hoped that the preceding material has addressed both these aims in a substantial manner;
however, several tasks remain in order that the results of the investigation are conveyed in a
coherent and meaningful way. First, it is important to clarify the conception of common
education that has emerged as the thesis has progressed. Secondly, it is essential to offer
specific conclusions from the findings regarding the possibilities and the challenges for
sharing education in Northern Ireland. Thirdly, it is appropriate to offer some final
reflections upon the research methodology as well as some suggestions for future possibilities
for research in this area.

Clarifying Common Education
At the outset of this thesis time was taken in the opening chapters to outline the core
arguments around the central theme of common education. While it was acknowledged that
common education is regarded as an important ideal within the broad liberal tradition and
seen as a necessary aspect of democratic and plural societies, it was also shown that there are
challenges and problems for common education. Where common education is considered
primarily in terms of common schools there are accusations that it does not deal adequately
with plurality, offers a confused epistemology and neglects parental rights. Where separate
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and communitarian forms of education are espoused, there are strong reactions from liberals
who believe that social cohesion and democratic values may be harmed as a result. A
detailed analysis of literature, including the explication of a range of liberal perspectives on
common education on a spectrum from ‘light’ to ‘heavy’, was carried out with the purpose of
providing conceptual clarity, as well as conceptual space, which might allow for a nuanced
response to the challenges facing common education. As a result, it was suggested that
heavier conceptions of liberalism provided an opportunity for understanding common
education in the twenty-first century in new, more flexible and innovative ways.

Fundamental to this view, then, is that common education cannot be reduced to narrow ideas
about schooling arrangements, such as common schools, but that common education is a
conception which can be manifested in multiple ways; ways that can include sharing
education in a context of separate schools. Based on the review of literature, and taking
account of the empirical findings, this common education could be defined as a form of
education concerned with the development of reasonable citizens possessing skills of
dialogue and criticality on the one hand and concerned with the building of relationships and
trust between citizens of differing moral perspectives on the other. It is concerned with
sustaining democratic values, has a preference for sharing and, at the same time, also wishes
to nurture plurality and encourage the ‘owning’ of traditions. While sharing and collaboration
are considered to be fundamental aspects of common education, it was noted that sharing per
se, whether in common schools or across separate schools, does not provide a guarantee of
the type of dialogical common education that facilitates young people to practise Rawlsian
‘reasonableness1 (and with it to recognise the 'burden of judgments' when people take
different positions) (Callan 1997). In other words, sharing between schools can be
characterised as being on a continuum from that which is merely strategic or instrumental to
that which is communicative and potentially transformative. It is sharing that tends towards
the communicative end of the spectrum that is likely to be common education.

To understand common education more fully it is helpful to draw upon the results and
analysis from the empirical work in order to provide a summary of findings in relation to the
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possibilities and challenges for sharing education in Northern Ireland that are evident from
this study.

Key Findings: Challenges and Possibilities for Sharing Education in
Northern Ireland
Based on the analysis of the data, and in the light of the discussion on common education
noted above, eight specific findings are set out below:

1. When common education is considered as a (dynamic) concept, it cannot be reduced
to a one-size-fits-all formula in relation to schooling, but opens up creative possibilities.
Within the historical development of education in Northern Ireland the debate has at times
been polarised, for and against common schooling. Despite an effort to establish a single
schooling system at the inception of the state there has been a strong body of resistance from
religious authorities to the concept of common education as a form of common schooling.
But the situation has also been more complex when we widen out the discussion about
common education beyond common schools. There have been determined attempts to
introduce initiatives in sharing, both curricular and structural, that might be described as
forms of common education that have even stretched to an ‘integrated' sector of shared
schools. Yet, in recent times these initiatives have been regarded as inadequate by those who,
like the First Minister (Robinson 2010), desire a common system of schooling and, by
religious authorities, as going too far by diluting the primary values on which a religious
education is based.

However, liberal writers such as Callan and Strike have suggested that alternative forms of
common education can address these problems in a significant way and, arguably, sharing
education initiatives in Northern Ireland of the type explored in this thesis, are seeking to do
just that. Indeed, in relation to school teachers and leaders there is evidence that sharing
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education has the potential to create schools which are communicative communities based on
a culture of engagement. In this way the optimism of Strike, Callan and others for common
education (in a variety of forms) possessing dialogical potential and induction into critical
citizenship can be sustained.

It should be stressed however, that the priority here is upon the development of a conception
of common education that can be realised in a variety of school types and collaborative
activities. While the sharing education initiatives of the type explored in this thesis offer
strong potential for accessing common education, they do not have exclusive rights of
access. In the same way that the Integrated schools movement in Northern Ireland has not
been capable of delivering a form of common education to all young people in the region, the
Shared Education Programme is unlikely to do so on its own either, but where a conception
of common education is sustained as an ideal that can be achieved in multiple settings then
these initiatives can continue to bear fruit while other creative solutions will continue to
emerge.

2. In a society such as Northern Ireland where there are separate school types,
boundaries will be guarded and avoidance of difficult or contentious issues can function
as obstacles that prevent or weaken common education.
Because communities are by their nature bounded they engage in processes of boundary
maintenance or ‘guarding’ and the data illustrated some of these processes, for example,
where schools have created boundaries that they claim are impermeable or where they
choose to avoid dealing with contentious issues. In these situations community can be
understood in nostalgic or inward looking ways. Such strategies are employed by teachers
and school leaders in a way that can undermine the possibilities for sharing.

Importantly, however, a grounded theory approach allowed a closer understanding of
guarding to be identified. Firstly, to understand guarding it is important to appreciate that
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when actors create boundaries they do so as a way to resolve underlying tensions that exist
between concepts such as ‘children’ and ‘institutions’ or ‘integrity’ and ‘sharing’. Within the
data, views on what constituted an appropriate boundary were wide-ranging and were
weighed in terms of costs and benefits in terms that were financial, academic and social,
however, the ultimate determinant of the boundary was ethos.

Secondly, ‘avoidance’ is not merely choosing not to speak about a certain issue or choosing
not to participate in an activity, it is a culture that can be manifested in many different ways,
Within the site under investigation in this study these ways included a hyper-sensitivity to
contentious issues, limited risk-taking in dealing with difficult issues, an over-emphasis on
what is uncontested and framing the success of collaboration work in narrow terms around
friendly relations.

3. Where there is a balance between framing and activity in sharing between schools, the
opportunities for meaningful common education are enhanced, that is, collaboration
can be increased and challenges can be addressed.
When schools engage in collaboration a primary consideration is in the negotiation and
representation of the meaning of the collaborative activity. This has been described as a
dynamic exchange between ‘activity’ and ‘framing’. ‘Activity’ involves, among other things,
the decision-making, the giving, the taking, the organising of events, the meetings, the design
of learning tasks, the leading, the creating, the planning and the teaching. ‘Framing’ can be
defined as an on-going process whereby those involved with the collaboration set aims,
participate in activity and adapt both the aims and their participation.

The results of this research also indicate that there are no simple certainties with sharing in
education, yet when teachers can frame aims that allow the activity of sharing to begin it
creates interesting opportunities that open new possibilities. Sharing cannot be defined into
existence; it requires activity. And the contrary is true: activity of sharing without reflection
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on its purpose is likely to be cursory and lack meaning. Awareness of this can help inter
school collaborations to prioritise the need for relationship building, discussion of aims and
sharing of interpretations as core activities in sharing. It also suggests a need to plan in
cyclical ways, revisiting aims and reshaping them.

4. Sharing education can help teachers to provide suitable conditions for pupils to
engage in common education.
The research design for the empirical work in this thesis did not include pupils as a direct
source from whom data was collected, however, the concept of‘pupils’ was identified as one
of several significant categories around which collaboration activity was framed. The review
of literature on reconciliation and sharing education in Northern Ireland (Chapter Five) also
demonstrated pupils as a main target in the pursuit of an agenda of change, therefore some
concluding comments are necessary on them.
First, challenges still remain, especially in relation to the extent to which common education
in separate as well as common schools can deliver meaningful engagement between pupils.
Wenger’s analysis is that education should be primarily about identity transformation (1998,
p. 263) through the opening up of possible worlds of practice to children and experiences of
multi-membership. It is extremely difficult for a school to provide a wide range of such
opportunities by itself. Indeed he argues that the possibilities for identity formation in
schools are limited by their emphasis upon reified knowledge and the uniformity of tasks and
activities they offer students. It is desirable therefore for schools to engage students in
processes that look outwards, that require boundary crossing and offer participation in
different communities of practice in peripheral ways. Indeed, as we have seen, collaboration
between schools can offer some of these opportunities but, like contact theory, the full
benefits can only be achieved under certain conditions, in particular through meaningful
engagement and participation. Learning together is not equivalent to collaborative learning
where pupils engage in a communicative community. Developing the conditions for
collaborative learning can be informed by a social theory of learning that overlaps with
certain conceptions of liberalism that frame education as dialogical. Helpfully, social
theorists such as Wenger can suggest various resources for generating meaningful
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participation. Wenger’s ‘learning architecture’ (1998, p. 271) includes four strands:
engagement; imagination; alignment and resources. What we have seen through this research
is that these are forms of participation that teachers in this collaboration aspired to and, at
times, engaged in. although, it was also noted that the role of the teacher is of fundamental
importance in this regard. Developing critical, thoughtful, reasonable young people begins
with having them educated by wise teachers who understand the needs of a common
education. This is what McLaughlin (2003a) describes as 'pedagogicphromsis'.

Secondly, the data suggests that, in relation to pupils, a context for common education may
be facilitated through a move from talk about ‘contact’ to ‘engagement’ and for collaboration
to be construed not as ‘reconciliation’ but as ‘shared learning’ which has goals that are both
instrumental and communicative and overtly concerned with identity formation. The ideal of
learning ‘with’ others needs to be extended to learning ‘about’ and ‘from’ others as well as
holding to the insight that collaborative learning has the potential to lead to personal
development (Jackson’s formulation, borrowed from Richard Rorty, that learning should
ultimately involve ‘edification’ conveys this eloquently (Jackson 1997, p. 130)).

5. Schools and teachers require motivations when sharing. ‘Motivations’ are deeply
connected to ‘outcomes’ (achieved and perceived) and involve a good deal of selfinterest, which suggests that in collaborative activity any ‘common good’ outcomes must
‘fit’ with self-interest outcomes.
The data suggests that a good ‘fit’ can be achieved, in particular, around professional skills
and subject identity or where existing ethos and values overlap. Clearly, ‘fit’ is very
significant to teachers and senior teachers in negotiating the identity and purpose of sharing
between schools. However, we can go further and say that ‘fit" can refer to, at least, three
arenas of meaning. Firstly, is the arena of professionalism; the fit between personal
professional targets and broad (generally shared) educational targets. Secondly, is the arena
of school values and ethos; the fit between shared (inter-school) values and individual (single
school) values. Thirdly, is the arena of work; the fit between reconciliation work and
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educational work. As with other conceptual dualities in this study, it is important to be clear
that these are not dichotomies but arenas and can be illustrated with a range of possible
positions. What is also noticeable from the data is that the discourse around fit in each arena
is focussed around professional skills, subject knowledge and educational standards - what
Edwards (2012) might call ‘common knowledge’.

This process of fitting is close to what Habermas (1990) describes in his explanation of
‘communicative action’. In communicative action one cannot impose control but neither are
they to repress their personal interests, rather in communicative action ‘actors are prepared to
harmonize their plans of action through internal means, committing themselves to pursuing
their goals only on the condition of an agreement - one that already exists or one to be
negotiated - about definitions of the situation and prospective outcomes.’ (Habermas 1990, p.
134). Thus sharing education provides opportunities for negotiation between competing
interests and the exploitation of such interests for common purposes. This conclusion also
confirms what Edwards (2012, p. 186) describes as the possible outcomes from ‘relational
agency.’ That is, when we work on a joint activity, if we recognise the ‘motives and the
resources that others bring to bear’, if we consciously reveal our priorities to others and both
parties seek to align their ‘responses’ the effectiveness of collaboration can be improved. A
positive example of this, identified in this research, was the potential for an increased
commitment from teachers to sharing activities.

6. The activity of sharing involves trust and the development of strong inter-personal
relationships; it generally begins with existing relationships between senior staff and is
sustained through a process of‘bridging’.
‘Bridging’ requires that an institution begins with a solid foundation (healthy self-interest)
coming from a strong sense of its own identity and purpose. Bridging activities are enhanced
through the creation and identification of common tasks, vocabulary and tools. Two
powerful sources for such activities noted in the data were the focus on common educational
goals and the pursuit of subject interests. The value of these is supported from other
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empirical studies in collaborative school projects such as Butler and Schnellert (2012, p.
1217) who identified the significance of finding ‘like-minded colleagues with common goals
or values’ as well as having ‘time, resources and structured opportunities for collaboration' in
order to encourage collaboration initiatives. So, the teacher development element of
collaboration should be exploited to the full for it not only builds networks, increases trust
and improves teachers’ confidence and commitment but has significant potential for
improving student outcomes (Butler 2012; Hopkins 2000). Again, this corresponds with the
work of Edwards (2012) in her identification of knowledge as an ‘object’ which is worked
upon by professionals and to which they develop an attachment (2012, p. 179). This
attachment also means a relational link is established between those who work together,
which has the potential to be exploited in a way that improves the outcomes from the joint
activity.

7. Bridging activities are also likely to create conditions whereby boundaries are
perceived less as a line between two incommensurable positions and more as a space
where communication takes place.

For the conception of common education outlined at the beginning of this chapter to be
translated into practice in a context largely dominated by separate schools, teachers are likely
to experience disruption, incongruence and instability. However, where teachers practise
fitting and bridging within and across sites of activity there is transformative potential.
Specific examples of such potential could be seen within the data in relation to matters of
teacher identity, school ethos and dealing with contentious issues.

Teacher Identity
Teachers occupy different roles and, as a result, see issues from a variety of perspectives.
Wenger (1998, p. 158) describes this as ‘multi-membership of communities of practice’. At a
simple level we might think this arises when teachers who are staff members of a single
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school also become members of an inter-school project. However, analysis of the data leads
to the proposition of a more detailed picture where teachers find themselves occupying a
range of identities that are professional and personal and which may be experienced as a
member of a single school as well as a member of an inter-school collaboration. (These
identities include: the independent professional, the ‘broker’, the leader, the staff member, the
believer and the citizen.)
Wenger also suggests that as members of multiple communities ‘being one person requires
some work to reconcile our different forms of membership.’ (1998, p. 159). This is a
fundamental part of being in a community. In Wenger’s words:
There is a profound connection between identity and practice. Developing a practice requires
the formation of a community whose members can engage with one another and thus
acknowledge each other as participants. As a consequence, practice entails the negotiation of
ways of being a person in that context. (Wenger 1998, p. 149)

This task of‘reconciling’ is, arguably, very close to what has been labelled as ‘framing’ in
this analysis. And using the data above it is possible to provide specific examples of how
teachers ‘reconcile’ or ‘frame’ their identities.

Some particular examples of how teachers created these conditions and acted within them
were conceptualised as a bridging culture labelled cosmopolitanism. As cosmopolitans
teachers managed to hold both universal and particular interests in tension; saw an important
outcome of sharing to be an opportunity for self-learning; developed ‘consociate
relationships’ - personal relationships not dependent on moral agreement; and felt able to
move freely across sites of difference.

School Ethos
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In his account of communities of practice Wenger (1998, p. 58f) has provided a simple yet
fascinating conceptual perspective of action through the lens of reification and participation.
In his explication of this duality he reminds us that both are necessary in a balanced way, but
where reification is over-emphasised then the result can be intense attachment to theoretical
positions or detailed attention to the formulation of ideas and statements and, in consequence,
a paralysis of action. Ethos has the potential to be reified in such a manner in separate
schools where it becomes a conceptual marker that operates as a form of dogma, but in such
cases participation can redress the balance.

And this is reflected in the data analysis in the interconnection between framing and activity
- where participation in sharing takes place ethos is enlivened and opened up. This is not to
say it is diluted, but it is more dynamic and flexible and part of a process where its meaning is
negotiated.

On the other hand practice needs reification:
When the informality of participation is confusingly loose, when the fluidity of its
implicitness impedes coordination, when its locality is too confining or its partiality too
narrow, then it is reification that comes to the rescue (Wenger 1998, p. 64)

Ethos grants meaning and significance to the practice of education; it provides a necessary
theoretical and values-based conceptualisation of education to lift it above the instrumental.
In this way reification and participation are complementary (Wenger 1998, p. 63) and
suggests further that ethos need not be a Mine in the sand’ but a site of negotiation. Where
participation in sharing occurred in the settings under investigation in this study it became
part of the ethos of the schools - this was probably best evidenced in the verification data. In
turn, this confirmed what Delanty (2003) has said about community - that when community
is not merely defined in nostalgic or inward looking ways but as an on-going and creative
enterprise where an exchange between the framing and activity of sharing is natural and aims
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towards achieving a balance in the collaborative venture, there is the possibility 'to define
new situations and thereby construct social reality’ (2003, p. 194).

Dealing with Contentious Issues
While it has been suggested that education can be an agent of change, it has also been noted
that schools in Northern Ireland have historically been aligned to strong separate
communities which, to an extent, undermine the potential for education as an agent of
change, especially when they guard their ethos in ways that generate defensive attitudes or
competitive relationships with others and when they practise a culture of avoidance.
However, the recognition that conflict, contradictions and tension are inevitably present at the
interface between communities may help to deal with the culture of avoidance that exists
when schools need to deal with contentious issues. If more emphasis is placed upon sharing
activities, negotiation and collaborative skills as core processes it may be that the
expectations of teachers can shift from community relations as friendship and hidden values
and more towards community relations as practical action and public values. As a result
they may also be able to measure and celebrate their successes in a more meaningful way.

8. Good Leadership is a Sine Qua Non of Effective School Collaborations
Two main conclusions about possibilities for sharing can be drawn from the discussion of
leadership in this study. Firstly, in relation to leadership as a capacity and, secondly, in
relation to the inevitable tensions that are part of inter-school collaboration.

Coming to an understanding of leadership in sharing in education requires careful
deconstruction of the term ‘leadership’ as it is used in multiple ways by participants. This
means that clarity in defining leadership can help with addressing issues around various
forms of leadership or solving problems associated with it. It has also been noted that
leadership within a school-collaboration can be enhanced where there is a conceptualisation
of leadership as a capacity rather than a role limited to a small number of people within an
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organisation. The type of leadership seen from our data is similar to that described by WestBurnham et al (2007, p. 130) - a move from a hierarchical form based on control and
dependence to one based on trust, interdependence and relationships and capable of building
social capital. West-Burnham et al (2007, p.131) also suggest specific characteristics and
behaviours that exemplify leadership of this kind:
Shared social norms
Sophisticated social networks
High levels of trust
High civic engagement
Symbols and rituals
Interdependence and reciprocity
Volunteering and community action
Above all, leaders need to act

It is fascinating to see here the number of overlaps between what West-Burnham et al
describe and the concepts identified within this research that describe the possibilities for
sharing in inter-school collaboration in Northern Ireland. In West-Burnham et abs terms it is
reasonable to conclude that where sharing in education occurs there is the potential to ‘create
social capital through bonding and bridging’ (2007, p. 131)

With regard to our second area of discussion, the tensions around leadership that occur when
collaboration takes place, we could point to the push and pull between top-down and organic
leadership and between the desire for both structure and freedom evident throughout the
research. While there were frustrations that emerged from these tensions they did not impede
the activity of sharing. Put another way, conditions for collaboration may not have been ideal
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but they were sufficient. From an analysis of the data it could be seen that the ‘sufficient’
conditions were created on a foundation of trust and understanding in personal relationships
as well as more formal agreed aims for the sharing project. Once the collaboration began the
leadership of sharing was a clear example of a site of negotiation where the exchange
between framing and activity could be seen - the clarification of teachers’ roles as well as
dealing with issues of intra-school and inter-school communication at middle-management
level were both examples of this. Understood in Wenger’s (1998) terms as boundary activity
or in Engestrom’s terms as the creation of a 'jointly constructed object’ between activity
systems (Engestrom 2009, p. 56) there is an inevitability about tensions arising but while
‘contradictions generate disturbances and conflicts’ they also create ‘innovative attempts to
change the activity’ (Engestrom 2009, p. 57). This observation is confirmed in the data and
verified as part of the verification sample described in Chapter Eleven.

Methodological and Theoretical Reflections
Using grounded theory has been at various times an intuitive, frustrating, fascinating and
challenging experience. Ultimately, I believe, it has provided an analytical depth to the study
and a process whereby the explication of analysis can be made clear. In Chapter Six the
critique of grounded theory by Thomas and James (2006) was considered. They accused
grounded theorists of pursuing a form of research that was inadequate and confused,
especially in relation to its theoretical foundations based upon the three concepts: discovery,
ground and theory. It was acknowledged that the arguments of Thomas and James (2006)
provided a significant challenge to a grounded theory approach, but a rationale for proceeding
with the use of the methodology was provided on the basis that: no methodology is perfect;
others within the grounded theory community have identified similar issues and attempted to
address them through the development of constructivist approaches; grounded theory
possesses some significant strengths as a methodology, especially, helping researchers pay
close attention to the data in a study and encouraging reflexivity through the use of the
constant comparative method. At this point 1 can now say that this rationale proved to be
robust. My experience of grounded theory was positive, particularly in helping me to stay
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close to the data and in maintaining a questioning and evaluative style to my memo writing
and analysis. Yet, as I employed these techniques I also continued to reflect on the method
critically. As a result, it is possible to note three findings from this study which relate
specifically to grounded theory issues of theoretical sampling and saturation; the use of
literature; theory generation.

Theoretical Sampling and Saturation
The concept of'saturation’ (Corbin and Strauss 2008, p.263) is used within grounded theory
to indicate the point at which conceptual categories are fully developed and theoretical
sampling can stop. While the phrase may carry general meaning it is difficult for the
researcher to know precisely what saturation looks like. During this study it was suggested
that a more realistic requirement would be ‘conceptual depth’ and criteria for what
constituted conceptual depth were offered in Chapter Seven and are summarised below.

Criteria for conceptual depth in a grounded theory study

1. Key concepts must be demonstrably part of a rich network of concepts and themes in the
data within which there are complex connections.

2. A wide range of evidence can be drawn from the data to illustrate the concepts.

3. Ambiguity in concepts are understood by the researcher and used constructively to
articulate the richness in its meaning.
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Criteria for conceptual depth in a grounded theory study

4. The concepts make sense in relation to existing literature in the area being investigated.

5. The concepts stand up to testing for validity or credibility using an appropriate test - for
example ‘negative case' (Corbin and Strauss, 2008, p.84) or ‘applicability’ (Glaser and
Strauss 1967. p.237-250)

Fig. ! 1 Criteria for Conceptual Depth in a Grounded Theory Study

It is suggested that these five criteria provide the grounded theory researcher with clear
guidelines on how to come to a decision about when theoretical sampling should stop. The
fourth criteria is a controversial one for grounded theory studies, but it is also a significant
finding from this research as shown below.

Use of Literature in Grounded Theory Studies

Regarding the avoidance of literature, suggested by some grounded theorists, a pragmatic
approach was taken, as anything else would have been impractical and potentially
disorientating for the researcher. And where the avoidance of literature was born out of a
desire for methodological purity it was argued to be na'i've. Indeed, as has been shown
through the use of social theories of learning, a researcher is part of a community of practice
and he or she cannot exist outside of the social world which is being investigated nor the
theoretical worlds of academic discourse. On a personal level, however, 1 made an attempt to
avoid literature during the data collection stages, for the reason that it would allow me to stay
close to the data and to avoid being overly influenced by other opinions on the issues under
investigation. I believe this gave me a certain freedom and freshness in my analytical
approach, but it also caused some anxiety in not knowing if my analysis was proceeding in an
appropriate and credible direction. Ultimately, I felt that the theoretical propositions which I
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was developing needed to be tested against other perspectives and, as mentioned above, that
this would be a critical test of their depth. This proved to be a reasonable and appropriate
choice. Given the significance of the concepts of activity, framing and community in my
analysis by the end of phase three, I chose to explore the work of Wenger (1998) on
Communities of Practice which, in turn, led to an exploration of activity theory and the work
of Engestrom and Edwards. Meeting this new literature at this stage was vitally important for
it confirmed that the analytical route 1 had embarked upon was a reasonable one and it
provided me with the confidence to proceed with my analysis in an more informed and
critical manner.

It made clear sense to include a review of literature as part of the analysis, and 1 have no
doubt that, had I avoided this literature until the data collection and analysis were complete, it
would have weakened the criticality of the analysis. The use of literature at this point also
ensures that the discussion of the results can be related to current debates. As Lempert notes:
‘in order to participate in the current theoretical conversation, I need to understand it.’ (2007,
p. 254).

Theory Generation
The third finding from this work in relation to grounded theory concerns theory generation.
This research confirms one view offered by Thomas and James (2006) that it is naive to
suggest that a competent researcher is capable of discovering a theory present in data which
somehow transcends interpretation. It was argued, in keeping with a constructivist form of
grounded theory (Thornberg and Charmaz 2012, p. 54), that ‘grounded theories do not
already exist out there in reality to be found but are always constructed by researchers
through their interactions with and interpretations of the field and participants under study’.
Therefore, the idea of‘theorising’ rather than ‘theory’ is more appropriate and achievable as
an outcome from grounded theory research, and this perspective is what informed the
conclusions produced above and the ‘analytic story’ in Chapter Nine.
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By contrast, a second view of Thomas and James (2006) on theory generation is questioned.
They make a distinction between the ability of qualitative research to ‘understand’ and to
‘explain’. They believe that grounded theory research can only achieve the former but not
the latter. However, this seems to be a rather limited perspective on the value of qualitative
research in general. Of course, researchers need to be cautious in their claims for validity, but
it would be a very narrow minded perspective to dismiss the potential for qualitative research
to possess any explanatory power. To return to a point made in Chapter Six, ‘qualitative data
are more likely to lead to serendipitous findings to new integrations; they help researchers to
get beyond initial conceptions and to generate or revise conceptual frameworks.’ (Miles and
Huberman 1994, p. 1) In this research the analytic story provides not just a theoretical
description of sharing education but propositions which attempt to explain how challenges in
collaborations may be overcome and how sharing may be enhanced.

Adopting a critical approach has not only meant that the methodology was adapted and
modified in certain aspects but it also opened the door to seeing connections with other
perspectives and the possibility for being enhanced through complimentary theories. Indeed,
in reviewing the progress of the theoretical and methodological work in this thesis it is
possible to see overlaps across a range of theoretical perspectives: the ideals informing the
liberal conception of education as articulated by Callan, Feinberg and Strike are a natural
partner to the dialogical, open and critical processes promoted through Wenger and Lave’s
social theory of learning. In turn the epistemological assumptions of a social theory of
learning proved to share remarkable similarity with a constructivist version of grounded
theory employed for the data collection and analysis.

Limitations to this Study and Opportunities for Future Research.
While the question raised at the start of this thesis inquired about the problems and
possibilities for sharing in education in general terms, the focus for the empirical work was
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primarily on teachers and principals. This was a purposeful decision but it has meant that the
views or experiences of pupils were only considered in a secondary way. It was fortunate,
however, that during several of the observations I was able to watch students learn together in
a variety of situations, both formal and informal, and this was enormously helpful in giving
an insight into how the collaborative arrangements were working in practice and went some
way to mitigating this limitation. Nonetheless, in future it would be fascinating to use a
constructivist grounded theory approach with pupils as the focus. In particular, an
exploration of pupil-pupil interactions and teacher-pupil interactions in a shared classroom
environment in order to determine the challenges and opportunities for dialogical learning of
the type set out above as core for common education.

A second limitation, as with much qualitative work, was the narrowness of the field of
investigation, although this was certainly not due to the lack of opportunities to engage with
teachers involved in collaboration. On several occasions I met with teachers from schools
involved in SEP projects who were happy for me to visit or talk to them about their work but
the constraints of time and the need to sustain a priority to the main site of focus meant that,
unfortunately, 1 was unable to follow-up on all the contacts I made. The focus upon one
school cluster was a definite choice and it is hoped that a clear justification for the research
method and sample size is clear from the preceding discussion in Chapter Six. That said, the
possibility of extending the questions pursued in this study in other contexts (locally and
further afield) and over a greater length of time would be of value, or, similarly, the testing of
the analytic story in other contexts as was done with the verification study would be
worthwhile.

Thirdly, if I were to pursue this research question again I would be interested to do so
following an activity theory method. The inclusion of activity theory towards the end of this
study through the use of the work of Engestrom and Edwards allowed a worthwhile
opportunity to compare my findings with other theoretical perspectives, but in many respects
I feel as though 1 have just opened a door on a fascinating perspective that 1 could enjoy
pursuing in even greater depth. Of course, it would also be possible to take some elements of
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the findings from this research and explore them further using an activity theory perspective.
Two obvious examples would be on fitting and bridging. In the former case, there is an
interesting overlap with the work of activity theorists such as Hedegaard et a! (2012) and
Edwards (2012) on motivation; and in the latter case, there are possible connections worth
exploring with the work of Ellis et al (2010) and Edwards (2011) on relational agency in
teacher education and professional development.

Concluding Remarks
Throughout the writing of this thesis educational communities in Northern Ireland have
experienced significant upheaval as a result of declining pupil numbers, pressure to
rationalise services, increased expectation in the quantity of subjects taught and the quality of
the results achieved and, more recently, the requirement to mainstream community relations
work within the curriculum and through inter-school collaboration. These changes have also
taken place against a fundamental shift in the governance arrangements of Northern Ireland
and novel arrangements for the sharing and exercise of power, including control over
education.

The use of the term ‘paradigm shift’ (Kuhn 1970) is much overused, however, Kuhn does
alert us to the fact that in any field there are periods of‘normality’, when people participate in
their everyday work and activities within regulated structures that function according to the
accepted way of doing things, but there are also moments of disruption, when an
accumulation of internal incongruities, discoveries or external challenges cause people to
stand back and reassess their activity in a fundamental way. At those points of crisis there is
a ‘recourse to philosophy and to debate over fundamentals’ (Kuhn 1970) and while the
current initiatives in sharing education in Northern Ireland may not constitute a paradigm
shift it may be, in Engestrom's terms, part of a cycle in the activity system that has the
potential to lead to an ‘expansive transformation’ (Engestrom 2009, p. 57). As such the
research context has provided a fascinating opportunity for investigation of forms of common
and shared education. This chapter has considered the significance of the research within an
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expansive view, reflecting upon the results with recourse to the fundamentals of common and
separate education and so making clear how the two main aims of the research have been
addressed: to understand the main philosophical issues with common education and to
explore the possibilities and problems for sharing education in Northern Ireland.

1 regularly meet those who believe that separate schooling is the single greatest contributory
factor to continued social and religious separation in our community and that without
common schools there will be no shared society. However, what 1 believe this research
indicates is that a shared society requires critical citizens and communicative communities
and that these characteristics are dependent not upon school management-types but upon
schools that prioritise a culture of participation for their teachers and pupils within and across
schools; who understand the value of sharing in education as a form of identity formation
and part of a dynamic and shifting school ethos where teachers model styles and discourses
of sharing and collaboration for their pupils.
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Appendix 1 - Interview Questions
Interview Questions - Phase Two:
1. How did you come to be involved in school collaboration? And in the SEP?
2. What are the reasons that the school is involved? What do you hope the pupils and/or
staff will get out of the collaboration?
3. Were there any sticking points in the establishment of the SEP? How did the schools
resolve these?
4. If you could deepen the SEP relationships further how would you do so? At what point
would you want to say ‘this is deep enough’ or ‘far enough’.
5. What is the vision you have for collaboration between schools in NI? Is there anything to
be cautious about in relation to the way school collaboration is working out in NI?

Interview Questions - Phase Three
1. I low did you become involved in SEP? [Motivation]
2. How would you describe the purpose of this project? How does it fit with your own
personal and professional interests? [Identity and purpose; Fit]
3. Can you perceive any outcomes from the programme so far? What are they? What others
might you expect in the future? [Outcomes]
4. How effectively do you feel teachers from the various schools have worked together? Can
you give some examples of successes or difficulties? [Sharing; Bridging]
5. Can you explain how the pupils engaged during the collaborative activities, including
face-to-face and virtual encounters?
6. Are there any particular thoughts you have about the leadership or management of the
project? [Leadership]
7. Have you felt you were being asked to compromise your values or the ethos of your
school at any time? [Boundary Maintenance]
8. Based on your experience of this SEP, do you think your schools should work together
more, less or about the same as now? Why? What might the advantages/disadvantages
be? [Ethos and efficiency; boundary maintenance]
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Appendix 2 - Coding Structure Generated by MaxQDA (2010)
Code System
Code System

B■■
B

QAirning

Q Motivation for collaboration

B

Q Pupil aims
Q Virtual contact
Q Widening horizons
Gi Choice and mobility
- Q Pupils Working together
' Cli Subject knowledge and interest
idi Friendship

dD practical vs pedagogical issues
di vision
di staff development

B

di schools in communities
CD cross-sectoral sharing
di Parental consent to collaboration

d] employabilib/
0 The common good
dO our children
di community relations
di Achieving
El distaff development
di Strengthening
B

B

B

di Befriending
di collaboration vs efficiency
di sustainabilib/
di Cosmopolitanism
di community relations

El

di Pupil outcomes
(di Self-esteem
(di Virtual contact
(di Widening horizons
-

(di Choice and mobility
di Pupils Working together
di Blended learning
di collaborative learning
di Subject knowledge and interest
-di Friendship
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(3i Institutional outcomes
-

CIS Avoiding
Q Reconciliation
'Si Wo issues
Si Silence on structural consequences of sharing
Q fear
Si Bridging
Q Reconciliation
Si Strengthening
+:

Fi Building

S

Q Learning

S Si Belonging
S- Si Befriending
Si Planning time
Si trust
- Si Fitting
SI Role fit
Si Motivation for collaboration
El

(Si Status

B

Si Curriculum fit
Si pupils' interest

Si Professional confidence

Q
El

Si core vs extra
Si commitment
Si whole school buy-in

Si Guarding

0

Si collaboration vs efficiency
Si Money
+ S3 Sustainability
Si ethos
Si More than results
SD EF as driver of collaboration
Si Not at any cost

0

(S3 Supporting

El

SD Welfare/needs/rights of children
<GD special schools
:: Si Joint Authority
0] Institutions vs children
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Q Competing
(3 out in the cold
Q Schools as communities
B

d) separate education
Q Equality issues
O Surviving
«3» school self-interest

B

da Age-limits
idi Leading
+

£f3 Authority

B-

G Competence
G Whole school buy-in and communication
G Commitment
Q Inclusive leadership
G Skilled leadership
Q Confident leadership

B

Q Coherence/vision
G policy coherence
. G Competing roles
G Shared Future
G Clear roles

G Vision
G policy incoherence
Q Strong leadership at policy level

G Struggling
GR°le fit
G Equitable treatment

G hear
G Whole school buy-in
G Sustainability
G communication
G Timetabling
G Poor leadership

G competition
G Money
I-

G Travel
,'-n workload

G tiffis
G getting out of hand

G poor ICT
I Sets
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Appendix 3 - Positional Maps5

Outcomes positional map - Teacher 4
03 August 2011
10:13

Intended

STEM interest
and subject knowledge

Pupilsworking
together
Pupil friendships

Unintended

Unachieved

Achieved

5 The purpose of a positional map is to ‘lay out major positions taken in the data on major discursive issues
therein - topics of focus concern and often but not always contestation.’ (Clarke 2005). These have two
particular advantages in that they force the researcher to look 'beyond binaries’ (p. 127) and to "hear silences’.
In other words they assist in understanding complexities and in identifying where, at times, there may be gaps,
silences or previously unidentified positions.

304

Appendix 3

++

Positional Map Children and
Institutions

It is important to keep the advantages to
pupils at the heart of the matter rather
than simply defending existing individual
school profiles

Perhaps for the first time ever in Northern
Ireland all the sectors have come together to
share expertise and experience in the interests
of our children and to consider the challenges
facing schools as they respond to the legislative
requirement to guarantee every child access to
the Entitlement Framework (EF) by 2013

Children
ABP can provide a better way of meeting
the educational needs of children in the
context of the population decline but it is
not a means of retaining schools in
which there is on-going decline in
enrolments consequent on falling
numbers of children of post-primary age.

a clear vision for all the
young people in an area
has not yet been agreed.

Submissions suggest that
there is currently greater
emphasis in schools on
institutional needs than on
the needs of children.

Institutions

One school expressed its
confidence that its
popularity made it immune
from the demographic
downturn. This suggests a
poorly developed sense of
the school's responsibility
to all children in its locality
and beyond.
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Appendix 4 - Teacher Consent Forms
Cover Letter & Initial Research Consent Form for Interviews

(Dated)

Dear Sir/Madam,
As a part-time doctoral student at Queen’s University Belfast, I am currently carrying out
research into school collaboration initiatives in Northern Ireland. My research aims to
discover some of the problems and possibilities with sharing education in Northern Ireland
and, as you and your school are involved with a project of this kind, 1 would very much
appreciate your assistance in helping with my research by taking part in a research interview.
In this stage of my work I hope to conduct interviews with Principals and teachers who are
actively involved with the Sharing Education Programme. The information gathered will
only be used in connection with this research project and the identities of the schools and
participants will be kept anonymous in any reporting of the research in my thesis or any other
academic publication.
If you decide that you would like to participate in this research project please indicate on the
attached form your willingness to do so and return in the stamped addressed envelope by
{insert date}. Once your agreement to participate has been received I will contact you to
arrange a suitable time and venue for the interview to take place.
Can I take this opportunity to thank you for your interest in participating in this research
project. Should you require any additional information or clarification please do not hesitate
to contact me.

With many thanks.

.lames Nelson
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CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this research investigating the problems and
possibilities for sharing education in Northern Ireland. Please indicate your agreement
by completing the information below and return by (insert date). A stamped addressed
envelope is included for your convenience.

NAME:.............................................................
CONTACT ADDRESS/ORGANISATION:

TELEPHONE:
EMAIL:...........
(if available)
SIGNATURE:.
DATE:.............

This information will only be used in connection with this research project and will not
be passed to any other organisation.
Thank you for your co-operation
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Appendix 5 - Ethical Approval Memo

!■I

Queen's University

Softool of Eay«*»oft

Belfast

Queer t untvertHy Berfatl

Offloo

S*.7I

SfMfKt

Sfreef

BT7 1MU
-mu io> n se:-*7S8«i
Fax -*4 (0> 2t 760 86

t»i

www.aubao.uh
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- ares Neisc-ft
jo»n Gartmf, Char Emiss Cof^rffiee

Mm

1 A-rl 2013
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ii o'Education OT^e
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Tne Gcnoai zt Eotxatic-n Ethics Conrnitcee nas apfWJved your prcpceed 'eseaTfi
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approval.
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Appendix 6 - Proposal to Research Ethics Committee
School of Education
Research Office
69/71 University Street
Belfast
BT71HL
Tel +44 (0) 28 9097 5961
Fax +44 (0) 28 9097 5066
www.aub.acuk/edu
research.education@qub.ac.
uk

Ethics Review Application Cover Sheet
1. Name: James Nelson
Student Number (for student research projects): 8770719
Queen’s Email: jnelson13@qub.ac.uk
Telephone: 028 90384326 / 07748658699
Contact Address: 8 Hampton Court, Holywood, Co. Down, BT18 OHU

2. Supervisor(s) (for student research projects): Prof Tony Gallagher and Dr Noel Purdy
(Stranmillis University College)
Name: Prof Tony Gallagher
Email: amgallagher@qub.ac.uk
Telephone:

3. Co-Investigators: N/A
4. Level of Project (please tick the relevant boxes):
Faculty/Staff Research
Post Doctoral
PhD

V

EdD
M-level
Other
Further detail
Coursework
Thesis

|

Dissertation
Other

5. Provisional Title of Research Project: Common Education: Problems and
Possibilities for Northern Ireland

Information for Applicants:
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It is the responsibility of the applicant to complete this Form and to submit 2 signed copies to the
Research Office. School of Education, for approval.
Students: please note the following submission dates for 09/10: 16,h October; 4th December; 26th
February; and 28,h May. Forms received after these dates will be held until the next submission
deadline.
Students will be notified of the outcome via their Queen’s student email account; School of
Education staff via their Queen’s staff email.

ETHICAL APPROVAL OF RESEARCH
SUBMISSION INSTRUCTIONS

Provide the following information under the main headings below. If a given question does not apply
to your research project or assignment, write N/A.
1.

Aims/Objectives, and Research Question(s)
a) State the aims/objectives of the project.
b) Provide the research question(s), and/or hypothesis for the research.
a) The aims of this project are:
-To clarify the core issues and philosophical questions in relation to common education
-Through empirical research, to gain an in-depth understanding of the possibilities and
problems for sharing education in a sample of schools in Northern Ireland
-To develop theory which explains the gathered data
b) The general research question is: ‘What is it possible to share in education?’; the specific
research questions are: What can we discover about common education through sharing
initiatives in education in Northern Ireland?' and What can we discover from the interplay
between schools as communities and schools in communities when sharing or collaboration
occurs between schools?’ These specific questions then lead to possible data collection
questions such as: 'How do schools share?’, Why do schools share?’, ‘How do they negotiate
when differences arise?’, What variables are most significant when negotiating shared
activities?’, What impact is there on schools as communities as a result of inter-school
collaboration?’, 'Are problems encountered between schools and the wider community when
school collaboration occurs?’

2.

Research Design
a) Describe how the research will be carried out.
b) Provide a description of the procedures to be used during the research (e.g. interviews,
questionnaires etc).
c) State the period during which the procedures will be carried out, how long each will last, and
the number and frequency of the procedures.
d) Where the research involves interviews, questionnaires etc, provide appropriate details of
instrument(s), interview schedules, guides or observation criteria.
e) Where the research involves the collection of information (e.g. from documents or databases),
include a description of the information sought and the sources to be used.
f) Describe the design of any intervention(s) to be used.
a-f)The first phases of the research will be carried out with a cluster of schools involved in inter
school collaboration initiatives using Grounded Theory research methods and as such will have
several distinct features. In particular, there will be several phases of research which will move
between data collection to analysis and back to data collection. The reason for this is that the
Grounded Theory method attempts to use the analysis to inform future data collection, including
the target participants and the appropriate research tools. What I will outline below is, at
present, my best estimate of the details of the research design, though I am fully aware that any
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changes to this design, or involvement of participants not stated will require discussion with my
supervisor and further ethical approval from the School’s Ethics Committee.
Stage One: March-April 2010 (2 months): An analysis of documentary evidence produced by
Education and Library Boards in Northern Ireland for the School Collaboration Project [CHECK]
(website needed of Dinsmore report)
Stage Two: May-Dec 2010: Observation of inter-school meetings and planning events for
investigation of questions such as:
-What is the setting of action? When and how does action take place?
-What is going on? What is the overall activity being studied?
-How are actors [research participants] organised? What organisations effect, oversee, regulate
or promote this activity?
-How are members stratified? Who is ostensibly in charge? Does being in charge vary by
activity? How is membership achieved and maintained?
At this stage school documentation including prospectuses, mission statements and relevant
school policies will be consulted for evidence of sharing in education.
Stage Three: Jan-April 2011: Interviews of aprx 45 min will be conducted with two key
participants from each school represented in the cluster. Following analysis of these interviews
it will be necessary to conduct further interviews or focus groups with other teachers or other
target groups (as yet unknown) that emerge as significant individuals from the provisional
analysis of data. At this stage further ethical approval will be sought. The purpose of this,
according to Grounded Theory, is to work towards a saturation point of the data, when the
researcher is not uncovering any specifically new insights.
Stage Four: April-June 2011: Testing the Core Category. At the end of the data collection
/analysis cycles of stage three, according to Grounded Theory methodology, a Core Category
should be identified. It is then necessary to test this Core Category in other contexts. At this
point ethical approval will need to be sought for a further brief phase of interviews and/or focus
groups where highly specific data from other sources pertaining to the research is collected and
analysed in relation to the Core Category. The participants may, for example, be from schools
who participate in other inter-school collaboration projects or from schools who don’t participate
in such projects.

3.

Participants
a) Describe who the participants are, and how they will be selected (e.g. random, purposive etc).
b) Provide and justify inclusion/exclusion criteria if relevant.
c) Describe any special ethical issues with the proposed sample (e g. children, vulnerable
adults).
a) Participants for stages two and three will be teachers and Principals involved in an existing
inter-school collaboration project that is part of the Sharing Schools Programme funded by
Atlantic Philanthropies and managed be the School of Education, QUB.
b) The schools have been selected purposively for the SSP by including a range of the main
school management-types in Northern Ireland (Maintained, Controlled and Integrated) and by
demonstrating an interest in inter-school activities and collaboration.
Participants for the latter part of stage three and for stage four will be decided purposively on
the basis of the data analysis from the earlier stages of research.
c) At this stage it is not anticipated that children or vulnerable adults be involved in the research.

4.

Recruitment
a) Describe how and by whom participants will be approached and recruited.
b) Provide a statement of the investigator’s relationship, if any, to the participants (e.g. teacher,
family member, tutor, manager, colleague).
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a) The participants involved in the planning meetings and events will be contacted verbally and
by letter to request permission to carry out the research. Informed consent will be sought for
observation and interviews using consent forms from all individuals involved.
b) N/A_________________________________________________________________________
5. Risks and Benefits
a) List any potential risks and/or benefits to participants.
b) Describe, where appropriate, how any risks will be minimised and/or managed.
a) The investigation of collaboration and sharing between schools of different management-type
in Northern Ireland may raise political, cultural and religious issues of a sensitive nature.
b) Interview questions will need to be framed in an open manner and interviewees will need to
be reassured about their anonymity in any reporting of the research. They should also be made
aware of their freedom to not answer questions they feel uncomfortable with or to withdraw from
the interview at any time.__________________________________________________________
6. Privacy and Confidentiality
a) Describe how privacy, anonymity and confidentiality will be protected.
b) Include information on data storage, release of information, access to information, use of
names or codes, destruction of data on completion of the study (e.g. audio or videotapes).
a) See 5b. All information collated as a result of the research will be treated confidentially and
neither names of institutions or individuals will be used in the reporting of the research.
b) Interviews will be recorded on a digital voice-recorder and stored in such a way that it is only
available to the researcher and his supervisors, on request. Similarly, observation notes
recorded in digital formats will be stored securely and where paper notes are made they will be
kept safely in the office of the researcher and, again, be available only to the researcher and his
supervisors._____________________________________________________________________
7. Compensation
Describe any remuneration or compensation that will be provided.
N/A

8. Conflict of Interest
Describe any potential conflict of interest that could arise for:
a) you, the researcher
b) the participants, and how that will be addressed.
a) The researcher works as a lecturer in Initial Teacher Education and, as such, is in regular
contact with schools to supervise student teacher placements. Where the researcher is
involved in a significant partnership project with an individual school, it may be that the school is
seen in a more or less favourable light by the researcher or other schools in the cluster may feel
the findings are biased by the existing relationship. In which case it would be best to avoid this
occurring during the period of research. At this point there is no known overlap between the
schools used for this research and the schools the researcher is working with through HEISchool partnerships and therefore there is no known conflict of interest.
b) N/A__________________________________________________________________________
9. Informed Consent
a) Describe how informed consent will be obtained from:
i) participants,
ii) parents (if applicable),
iii) organisations (e g. school, workplace)
b) For the collection of data: e.g. Interviews, questionnaires, photographs, artwork etc,
c) To be used for: e.g. assignment, dissertation, journal article, presentation, etc
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d)

Include a copy of the information letter(s) and consent form(s).

Where children are involved, provide a copy of the parental and children’s consent form to be
used.
Verbal consent will be obtained from the Principals of each school involved in the inter-school
collaboration cluster for the researcher to attend planning meetings and events. In relation to
interviews and any focus groups written informed consent will be obtained from each participant
using the consent form attached and will include consent for the use of data in the researchers
PhD thesis and, possibly, academic publications. An explanation of the research and the
consent principles will also be made available to participants in the consent letter, also
attached.
10. Additional Ethics Reviews
If your research has already been considered by another Ethics Committee, please append a
copy and include the details below.
N/A

Please ensure that you have consulted the appropriate Code of Ethics for your research.

/ have read and understood the terms of the School of Education’s Procedural Guidelines on
Ethics at http://www. gub. ac. uk/schools/SchoolofEducation/Research/ResearchEthics/
(available in the Resources Centre), and the Queen’s University Code of Conduct in
Research and I undertake to adhere to its directives and to follow all principles and
procedures outlined above.

Signature of Applicant:

Date:

/ have discussed this study with the student, and am satisfied that it is conforming to the
appropriate ethical standards for the nature of the work being done and for its associated
methodology.

Signature of Supervisor(s) (for student research projects):

Date:

Submit 2 signed copies of this form (including two copies of any
attachments you wish to include) to the Research Office, School of
Education, 69/71 University Street, Belfast, BT7 1HL, for approval.
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