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Gonna be a twister to blow everything down 
That ain 't got the faith to stand its ground.

- Bruce Springsteen, The Promised Land

Methodological errors have ideological roots.

- Paulo Freire, Pedagogy in Process



Summary

Humanisation, Generativity and Acculturation in the Secondary School: A Guidance and
Counselling Perspective

The primary goal o f this study is to investigate how relevant a pedagogical and counselling 
approach inspired by the work of Paulo Freire is to the experiences and understandings of the 
young people who attend a secondary school in Dublin. Specifically, the aims were i) to generate a 
Freirean based theory to guide thinking and practice in teaching and counselling; and ii) to apply 
the knowledge gained to fomiulate ideas about an ethical and philosophical grounding and 
language for understanding the broader aims o f education. An extensive literature review of 
cultural, historical and social contexts of the study and o f the life and work o f Paulo Freire was 
undertaken to generate key ideas for practice in the tradition o f Freirean pedagogy. Insights elicited 
from the work o f Erik H. Erikson provided an identity based psychosocial and developmental 
perspective which relates favourably with Freire’s key concepts. Finding that the that the roles o f  a 
good teacher and counsellor can be synonymous and interchangeable and that the ideal teacher is 
often one who embodies the unity o f both functions, the work o f Freire and Erikson provided a 
theoretical inspiration for developing a reflective practice that emphasised the relational nature of 
teaching and learning. These findings were considered in the context o f recent developments and 
research about guidance and counselling in the Irish secondary school. New theoretical insights 
from Multicultural Counselling and Therapy (MCT) found particular resonance with the work of 
Freire, Erikson and .1. W. Berry to contribute to a shared narrative for guidance and counselling in 
Irish schools. Thus, three guiding ethical motivations were derived from the research. It is argued 
that one should regard cultural diversity as an absolute given and that acculturation is the 
negotiation o f diversity in the process o f integration. Generativity accepts that identity is fonned in 
the meeting and dialogue of the generations. Humanisation is the entire process o f individual and 
social change as it demonstrates the power o f thought and action to overcome limit situations to 
open the way to a new fiiture. Twelve young people were interviewed regarding their recollections 
o f their educational, personal, social and careers related experiences as secondary students. 
Qualitative analysis o f the transcribed interviews revealed key similarities in the way the young 
people perceived their experiences. The data were found to have significant correlations with the 
key concepts and the ethical motivations generated from the literature review, particularly in the 
importance o f the relational experiences in schooling and learning. It was found that all the 
participants experienced feelings o f crisis, fear and anxiety at different periods during their school 
years. It was also found that significant emphasis was placed on the importance o f teamwork. It is 
argued that improvements in relationships and awareness o f the crises o f adolescence add 
significantly to the practice o f teaching and counselling, but are only a part o f a larger process of 
building a more equitable society. Freire wrote that the political nature o f all education demands o f 
educators a growing clarity regarding their own political stance, and the coherence o f their practice 
with that stance. That process is the larger project o f developing a language and practice of 
acculturation, generativity and humanisation in the secondary school. This exploratory 
practitioner research project seeks to develop a theoretical framework for teaching and counselling 
practice based on key Freirean concepts, practical knowledge derived from experience and 
interview generated data.

This study adds to the literature on guidance and counselling and teaching by developing a 
set o f  key concepts for theory and practice and by comparing these to the experiences o f young 
people it finds that there are correlations with current research and NCCA publications and 
significant insights for practitioners and other interested readers. The present study contributes a 
model for examining practice, for interrogating ethics and for suggesting how practitioner research 
may be improved by adopting an exploratory orientation. It also argues that critically reflexive 
praxis and research are not solitary pursuits, but rather must be enacted in the presence and with the



assistance o f others. Therefore, this study offers a significant view of practice that involves cultural 
matters and generational dialogue and that presents acculturation and generativity as foundations of 
a conceptual framework for a theory o f action with humanisation as its aim. This framework has 
both guided the research process and suggested practice that resonates with the experiences o f the 
young people interviewed for this study and with m yself as a teacher and counsellor.

This study finds significant and meaningful points o f encounter and congruences between 
the work o f Paulo Freire and Erik Erikson and offers an original reading o f the two great theorists 
and teachers that suggests a vocational grounding in research, teaching and learning as an ethical 
force that must be enacted with others. Because the variables and outcomes that go into directing 
and fostering learning and identity change can be so complex, the how of the process is perhaps as 
significant as the short term what o f the learning. A vision o f education that concerns itself with 
acculturation, generativity and the process o f humanisation as the making o f history and the 
creation o f culture has significant implications for teaching and how to evaluate it, for thinking 
about learning outcomes and whether and how they can be ‘measured’ and, therefore, for the 
normative elements and judgments that must go into any wider conception of education. Such a 
radical vision o f education that infonns all learning and teaching and evaluating the success o f both 
calls for new and different models for whole school development in general and for guidance and 
counselling as it relates to teaching in particular.
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Introduction to the Study

We need to say no to the neoliberal fatalism that we are witnessing at the end o f this 
century, informed by the ethics o f the market, an ethics in which a minority makes 
most profits against the lives o f the majority. In other words, those who carmot 
compete, die. This is a perverse ethics that, in fact, lacks ethics. I insist on saying that I 
continue to be human ... I would then remain the last educator in the world to say no:
I do not accept ... history as detemiinism. I embrace history as possibility [where] we 
can demystify the evil in this perverse fatalism that characterises the neoliberal 
discourse in the end o f this century.

- Paulo Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed. '

The problem o f adulthood is how to take care o f those to whom one finds oneself 
committed as one emerges from the identity period, and to whom one now owes their 
identity.

- Erik Erikson, Identity: Youth and Crisis?

There was a time when a mood recaptured was enough.
Just to be able to hold momentarily November in the woods 
Or a street we once made our own through being in love.

But that is not enough now. The job is to answer questions.
Experience. Tell us what life has taught you. Not just about persons—
Which is futile anyway in the long run— but a concrete, as it were, essence.

The role is that o f prophet and saviour. To smelt in passion
The commonplaces o f life. To take over the functions o f a god in a new fashion.
Ah! there is the question to speculate upon in lieu of an answer.

- Patrick Kavanagh, After Forty Years o f  Age ?

Ireland is in the midst o f a severe social and financial crisis marked by colossal amounts of 

debt, bailout by the European Union and International Monetary Fund, emigration and levels of 

unemployment that are particularly high among young people. This crisis o f finance and labour is 

occurring in conjunction with a general trend in OECD countries over the past 30 years which has 

seen the gap between the rich and poor widening. The average income o f the richest 10% was 

about nine times greater than the income o f  the poorest 10% before the onset o f the global 

economic crisis. This ratio was 5 to I in the IQSOs.'* The crisis has made obvious that inequalities 

have widened in some societies over the past three decades and has highlighted a need for 

economic reform. In Ireland debates as to how the economic crisis will be resolved persist, and the 

notion that the function o f education is to produce human capital for a knowledge economy has

been renewed with vigour by some, while others view the emphasis on neoliberal ideology,

' Quoted in "Introduction to the Anniversary Edition" Paulo Freire, Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 30th 
anniversary ed. (New York: Continuum, 2000), 24-25.
 ̂Erik H. Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis (New York,: W. W. Norton, 1968), 33.

3 Patrick Kavanagh and Antoinette Quinn, Collected Poems (London: Penguin, 2005), 210.
Education Indicators in Focus, http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/28/48/50204168.pdf. Accessed: 25/04/2012.



m arkets and self-interested rationality as false assum ptions that have less to do w ith actual labour

m arket needs and m ore to do w ith ideology and m anipulation. Yet, as o f  the tim e o f  writing, the

econom ic recession continues and as the skills-to-grow th model has failed to m aterialise, w ith a

consequent potential to increase youth disillusionm ent with the model o f  schooling as a path to

m eaningful em ploym ent. A lso, as existing inequalities and m arginalisation persist, the current

econom ic crisis may exacerbate the gap betw een the rich and the poor. For educators, the

challenges o f  econom ic turmoil have been accom panied by the im plem entation o f  a policy o f

austerity that has seen reductions in resources, support staff and teachers in schools. These cutbacks

have been particularly severe in schools, such as the one that is the subject o f  this study, that

participate in the D elivering Equality o f  O pportunity in Schools (DEIS) prograimTie w hich was

developed  to coun teract the in tergenerational and  reproductive nature o f  poverty  and

m arginalisation in Ireland:

U nder-achievem ent in school can have profound consequences for children and adults 
in later life, not only in term s o f  econom ic uncertainty, but also in tenns o f  well being, 
health, se lf esteem  and participation in fam ily and com inunity life. For young children 
in school, the experience o f  success and enjoym ent in learning is vital i f  they are to be 
encouraged and m otivated to reach their full educational potential. There is ample 
evidence to show that it is children from disadvantaged com m unities w ho constitute a 
m ajority o f  those who currently fail to benefit from  the education system , and that 
under-achievem ent in school can have inter-generational effects on fam ilies and their 
communities.^

Political and cultural acceptance o f  the policies o f  austerity and neoliberal rationality will serve to 

exacerbate existing inequalities and nullify any progress achieved under program m es such as 

DEIS.

W hen econom ic inequalities are passed on through generations or though entire 

com m unities, the role o f  school and education should be view ed as problem atic and as facets o f  the 

netw ork o f  structures and institutions that reproduce those inequalities. It can be argued that 

schools, the curriculum  and education itse lf are culturally constructed and presented as a fa it  

accom pli and are, therefore, inherently supportive o f  m yths that are indispensable to the 

preservation an unequal or unresponsive status quo.^ However, schools are also, m ore benignly, 

view ed as a neutral setting in w hich students are enculturated into the national culture and 

assim ilated to its practices and values. Schools are the m ajor arenas for inter-group contact for

 ̂ Ireland. Dept, of Education and Science., Deis (Delivering Equality o f Opportunity in Schools) : An Action 
Plan for Educational Inclusion (Dublin: Dept, of Education and Science, 2005), 16.
 ̂ See: Freire, 139.
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young people and for immigrant children, school adjustment is a primary task and a highly 

important outcome o f the cultural transition process. Research has demonstrated that social support 

and school adjustment is positively correlated with psychological well-being for the adjustment o f 

immigrant and minority students.^ The reverse is also true and a failure to integrate may have 

damaging psychological and social implications, not only for the cohort o f immigrant students, but 

international research demonstrates that second-generation children o f immigrants will face 

different challenges.* These differing perspectives in relation to schooling illuminate the ongoing 

tension in educational action between transmission and transformation, freedom and authority and 

the complex and central role schools play in improving the lives o f some at the same time as 

reproducing and creating inequality for others.

The theoretical question at the heart o f this study is: Is a teaching/counselling perspective 

guided by Freirean principles relevant to the lives o f students in a secondary school in Dublin? The 

study was inspired by my work over the past fifteen years both as a teacher and guidance 

counsellor in a second-level school in Dublin’s south inner-city. This period has seen significant 

changes in the wider culture, but also in the cultural make-up o f the school. The original impetus 

for research was to fulfil a particular need in place and time, to develop an effective response to the 

changing multicultural population o f the school and its place in a changing community. However, 

after a period o f reflection and extensive literature review and in the light o f the onset o f the current 

economic crisis, it became apparent to me that such a study would be more significant if the scope 

o f its research accounted for the experiences both Irish and newcomer. This shift in perspective 

recognises both the radically altered economic circumstances in Ireland and  the changing 

demographic profile o f  the population and the desire to respond to these challenges appropriately. 

The critical influence on this change o f direction was a re-rereading o f Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed 

by Paulo Freire in the changing socio-cultural and economic contexts o f the study. The contextual 

relationship between the world and the word gave Freire’s work increased significance and 

relevance and Pedagogy became a germinal document for the development o f a critical reflexivity 

in relation to diversity and inequality. By taking account o f the political and social context in which

’ Paul H. Vedder and Gabriel Horenczyk, “Acculturation and the School”, in David L. Sam and John W. 
Berry, The Cambridge Handbook o f  Acculturation Psychology (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006), 419-420.
* E. M. Rothe, A. J. Pumariega, and D. Sabagh, "Identity and Acculturation in Immigrant and Second 
Generation Adolescents," Psychiatry Adolescent Psychiatry l,no. 1 (2011).



the study was being conducted, and in the Ught o f  the insight that poHtical opinion and judgm ent 

are intim ately linked to culture and social standing, a different perspective for the developm ent o f  

this study was sharply defined. F reire’s em phasis on the political nature o f  teaching and learning 

seem ed m ore relevant than ever as budget cuts affected the school and resource teaching and 

English language support hours were lost. It becam e apparent that in a m arginalised school catering 

for a m arginalised com m unity, the m ost m arginalised w ithin that group were the first to suffer the 

effects o f  austerity. It was an object lesson in how  social, cultural and econom ic stratification is 

created and reproduced generationally and how  schools, w ithout any m alicious intent, can becom e 

one o f  the conduits for such reproduction.

A second significant contribution gleaned from re-reading Pedagogy  was the relational

nature o f  F reire’s methodology. On the holistic and existential basis for know ing and teaching,

Freire w rites about a coherence o f  m ethod and se lf as relational and personal praxis:

...w henever people are asked about their professional background, they tend to answ er 
by em phasising their academ ic preparation. Rarely do people take into consideration 
their m ore existential experience. That is, even though we are m ost influenced by 
people, this rem ains little discussed. In truth, professional developm ent takes place in 
existential experience, conceived in and influenced by it.^

O ver the years o f  teaching and counselling I have found that one o f the m ost significant factors

contributing to the im provem ent o f  the educational experience o f  young people has been the

quality o f  relationships betw een teachers, principals, counsellors and students. Indeed, the

experience o f  counselling young people led me to the insight that the roles o f  the good teacher and

counsellor are synonym ous and interchangeable and that the ideal teacher is often one w ho

em bodies the unity  o f  both functions.'® Thus, F reire’s w ork provided a theoretical inspiration for

developing a reflective practice that em phasised the relational nature o f  teaching and learning. By

rem inding one that all education is political and context related, and that teaching and learning is

based on m utuality and dialogue, Freire stim ulates reflection on the m otivation for intervening in

the reality o f  another. He argues that w hen one acts in educational contexts, som e basic questions

m ust be attended to: “W hom  does reality serve? W hom  does it hurt? One needs to see, finally, that

this is only a version o f  experience, not the only experience or an absolute destiny.” "  These

® Paulo Freire, Letters to Cristina : Reflections on My Life and Work (New York ; London: Routledge, 1996), 
80.

Michael O ’Rourke, "A History of Guidance and Counseling in Ireland”, in Aidan Seery and others, Essays 
in Tribute to J. Valentine Rice, 1935-2006 (Dublin: Lilliput Press, 2010), 137.
'* Paulo Freire, The Politics o f Education : Culture, Power, and Liberation (South Hadley, Mass: Bergin & 
Garvey, 1985), 169.



questions resonated with me and found purchase as key lessons learned in one’s own work with 

colleagues, principals and with students. In finding that solidarity requires that one enter into the 

situation o f others by developing a radical empathy that remains optimistic but at the same time is 

in the possession o f an informed and sensitive criticality, Freire’s work served both as a sensitising 

force and as a model for action.

A Freirean informed criticality emboldens educators to challenge their prevailing culture, 

be it national, neighbourhood or school, to name the world as they see it, to speak out against 

inequality and unfairness and end a ‘culture o f silence’ that pervades in communities o f 

marginalisation and exclusion. This insight supported one o f the primary motivations for 

conducting this study, which was the desire to hear the student voice. It was felt that an 

investigation into the student experience in school would draw out what the young people 

themselves perceived, felt and thought was significant in their own educational experiences. This 

was an essential task in the search for a shared dialogue concerning the theory and the practice of 

teaching and learning. I was interested in the inten'iews not only as a means for generating data, 

but as a process o f knowledge creation, as an organic experiment in living and the expression of 

identity in the process of humanisation. It was both a theoretical construct and a living practice of 

the role o f the counsellor engaged with listening, dialoguing and taking seriously the voice of 

another. The different ways in which each participant responded and opened up their own life and 

provided information on improving practice was itself an active manifestation o f culture creation as 

advocated by Freire. The final decision not to discriminate between Irish students and newcomers 

was, I believe, vindicated by the findings elicited from the young people who took part in this study 

as they shared their personal experiences and feelings and common themes emerged, regardless o f 

cultural background.

A primary goal emerged, one that would investigate how relevant a pedagogical approach 

inspired by Paulo Freire would be to the experiences and understandings o f the young people who 

attend the school in which I work. Specifically, the aims were i) to generate a Freirean based theory 

to guide thinking about practice in teaching and counselling; and ii) to apply the knowledge gained 

to formulate ideas about the ethical and philosophical grounding and language for understanding 

the broader aims o f education. The philosophical, political and ethical relationship o f the practice 

o f teaching and counselling with the wider cultural and social contexts arose from a question Freire



asked about the conditions o f education in Sac Paulo Brazil. The question stmck the reader as

apposite and personally unavoidable in twenty-first century Ireland:

How is it possible to ask o f the children the minimum of respect for their material 
surroundings when the authorities demonstrated such absolute neglect o f and 
indifference to the public institutions under their care? It’s really unbelievable that we 
are unable to include all these elements in our “rhetoric” about education.'^

Therefore, the study developed a theoretical perspective that recognises a dialectic between 

identity and culture and which considers the sociological, psychological and socio-economic 

influences on educational action. The idea that identities cannot be decontextualised from the 

social, cultural, and historical contexts in which they are created is associated with Erik H. 

Erikson.'^ Erikson’s epigenetic principle views development through a predetennined unfolding of 

personalities in eight stages over the life-span. Progress through each stage is in part or 

significantly determined by the development in all the previous stages. Erikson’s theory also 

provides a developmental and psychological framework that incorporates an understanding o f adult 

and adolescent identity as intrinsically related in a reciprocal relationship termed generativity.

These insights promote a perspective that is informed by a model o f teaching and 

counselling that accepts diversity and recognises that matters of individual identity and cultural 

creativity offer a certain kind o f thoughtfulness in the search for a way o f overcoming inclinations 

in thinking that tend to ethnocentrism and fragmentation. A perspective informed by Freire and 

Erikson accepts the need for a new ethic o f theory and practice in schools and in their position in 

society that is essential for the development o f cultural identity that is not essentialised, one

dimensional or exclusionary, but inclusive and creative and dialogical. Educators must have the 

necessary skills, knowledge and awareness o f the cultural context of the students in their 

classrooms, but equally, they must also recognise that a critical reflexivity in relation to their own 

cultural context and prejudices or preconceptions will enrich learning and teaching, not only in 

relation to cultural diversity, but to diversity o f many forms. In her study Framing Diversity: 

Responding to Cultural Diversity in Irish Post-Primary Schools, Mary Gannon found that 

educators that took part in her research employed restricted conceptual and perceptual frameworks 

o f culture as a product, racism as incident, diversity as deficit and/or otherness, equality as identical

Paulo Freire, Pedagogy o f Freedom : Ethics, Democracy, and Civic Courage, Critical Perspectives Series. 
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1998), 48.

Erik H. Erikson, Childhood and Society, Rev. ed. ([Harmondsworth]: Penguin in association with the 
Hogarth Press, 1965). Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis.
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treatment, interculturalism as concerning only minority ethnic students, Irish culture as the norm 

and minority ethnic students as needy and p r o b l e m a t i c . I n  an educational context, such 

unreflective or limited responses to diversity can cause lasting emotional or developmental damage 

to students and must be challenged. It is accepted that ethnocentrism may be a necessary fact o f 

life, because there is no ‘view from nowhere’, no non-perspectival understanding. However, a well 

articulated understanding o f the role diversity and cultural allegiance play in the development o f an 

individual identity that is integrative and acculturative is o f central importance in the development 

o f  an ethics o f performance and perspective that can stimulate and motivate reflection on personal 

and social transformation as the aim o f education. Such a theoretical perspective is inspired by the 

concepts o f  acculturation and generativity which promote a praxis o f humanisation as identified by 

Paulo Freire.

This study is an exploratory practitioner research project in which praxis is conceptualised 

as the creation o f culture in dialogue with others that combines a desire for social and personal 

change. Practitioner research promotes the concept o f teachers as researchers and promotes teacher 

research into thinking, practice and professional development. It seeks to highlight the relationship 

between research and the classroom to argue that school context is a vital part o f teachers' 

professional development and educational policy and provision.'^ The work is exploratory and 

informed by a reflexive and critical perspective. Stebbins suggests that a key feature o f exploratory 

research is its detachment from prescribed research procedures that are based on traditional 

research theories and fixed methodologies. As a result, the explorer researcher is required to 

maintain an open-mind and a high level o f flexibility to creatively use methods available to him/ 

her.‘  ̂The exploratory force o f this study is informed by the work o f Freire who employed the term 

humanisation to express the idea that culture is at the same time lived and created as individuals 

intervene in reality, thereby transforming it and with Erikson’s finding that individual identity is 

inextricably linked with its cultural and biological contexts.

Acculturation  is the negotiation o f diversity in the process o f culture creation. Generativity 

accounts for identity formation in the meeting and dialogue o f the generations. Humanisation  is

Mary Gannon, “Framing Diversity; Responding to Cultural Diversity in Irish Post-Primary Schools” (PhD, 
Trinity College, 2005).

A. Campbell, O. McNamara, and P. Gilroy, Practitioner Research and Professional Development in 
Education (SAGE Publications, 2004), 12.

Robert A. Stebbins, Exploratory Research in the Social Sciences, Qualitative Research Methods (Thousand 
Oaks, Calif.; London: Sage, 2001).



the entire process o f individual and social change as it demonstrates the power o f thought and 

action to overcome limit situations and open the way to a new future. In adopting these concepts, I 

attempt to contrast a narrow, undemocratic, static and dehumanising view o f learning emphasised 

in banking education, ethnocentric cultural perspectives and neoliberal educational models with 

Freire’s understanding of education as a lifelong process o f personal and social transformation. 

Freire’s pedagogy views students as democratic agents who shape their vocational and social lives 

toward greater measures o f freedom and social justice in dialogue with their teacher and others.'^ 

Dialogue in acculturation, generativity and humanisation is regarded as essential to the learning 

process and as potentially the true foundation o f learning.

Chapter One o f this study will explore the cultural context for the research. The emphasis 

will be on the recent changes that have occurred in Irish history and society and to place these 

changes in a wider socio-cultural frame o f reference. The chapter develops an understanding o f 

culture as the outcome o f historical forces which can be viewed either statically or dynamically. It 

finds that solid, static or fixed notions o f identity are not de facto , but that culture shock and fear 

may produce responses that engender cultural and individual retrenchment. A dynamic view o f 

culture is proposed as a creative way to reconcile or conciliate relationships in diversity between 

both individuals and groups for the amelioration of both. Chapter Two builds on the cultural and 

dialogical insights of Chapter One by introducing these ideas as they are developed in the work o f 

Brazilian educator Paulo Freire. A literature review o f Freire’s work is employed to generate five 

core concepts that recognise diversity and serve as an ethical and practical toolbox for action in 

counselling and teaching that aims for humanisation. Chapter Three introduces the work o f Erik 

Erikson to buttress the five core concepts generated in Chapter Two. Erikson’s work introduces two 

key ideas relevant to second-level education; identity crisis and generativity. Erikson’s epigenetic 

theory provides developmental and psychological framework that is founded upon extensive theory 

and practice. This theory incorporates an understanding o f adult developmental processes and 

adolescent identity crisis as intrinsically related. In the identity crisis period o f development 

adolescents undertake the task o f negotiating the identity fonnation process. Generativity is 

introduced as the period o f adulthood that is concerned with ethical generational connectedness and 

cultural succession. This model thematically echoes the cultural and dialogical insights o f the

Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed.
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preceding chapters as Erikson finds the mutuality and synthesising function between the adult and 

adolescent as central to human life. Chapter Four finds that the roles of a good guidance counsellor 

and a good teacher can be synonymous and interchangeable and that the ideal teacher is often one 

who embodies the unity o f both functions. Recent research in guidance and counselling in Ireland 

is elicited to support this contention, and the chapter develops a vision o f dialogue as a shared 

narrative for understanding in counselling and teaching as an essential foundation o f learning and 

change. Chapter Five presents the methodological praxis for the study by explaining the context, 

theoretical and epistemological grounding o f the research. This chapter also sets out the methods 

by which data were collected. Chapter Six evaluates the data collected from interviews with young 

people and analyses these findings in the light o f  the Chapters One through Four. Chapter Seven 

concludes the study with some final perspectives and personal commentary.

This study is an attempt to both look into the school and classroom some o f the 

relationships that are critical in those years, but also to take a critical perspective in relation to the 

wider context in which those relationships are given meaning. The three quotes selected for this 

introduction are an attempt to bring the major themes o f generativity, acculturation and 

humanisation together in varying forms. Freire writes o f a society or culture “being for itse lf’, 

consciously creating itself, not being guided by ephemeral and misleading indicators o f what 

development means and o f escaping deterministic historicism through critical optimism. Erikson 

writes o f the role of the generations in this process and o f the imperative to “take care” and 

integrate the new with the old in a creative process o f generativity and human development. 

Finally, the poet Patrick Kavanagh, asks the generational questions, “What can you pass on?” and 

“What are you going to do about it?” . This study in all ways an attempt to engage in a dialogue in 

response to these existential questions.

XI



Chapter One

Cultural, Social, and Demographic Change in the Republic of Ireland: The challenge of 
diversity

Introduction

The moralities o f most societies are strongly influenced, and severely constrained, by 
the limitations o f choice imposed by natural scarcity. As those limits are pushed 
backwards, as societies advance ever further beyond the level o f physical subsistence, 
the scope for free will becomes ever wider. Character becomes even more central to 
the conduct o f human affairs.

- J.J. Lee, Ireland 1912-1985.

To understand contemporary Ireland, it is necessary to recognise how much its remote 
as well as more recent history still affects public values and attitudes and offers a key 
to understanding its institutions, not least its system o f education.

-O.E.C.D Reviews o f  National Education Policies fo r  Education:
Ireland, 1991.

This chapter discusses significant cultural, social and demographic changes in the Republic 

o f Ireland at the end o f the twentieth and the first decade o f the twenty-first century. These changes 

are considered from the perspective o f  a teacher, counsellor and researcher working within the field 

o f education broadly, and secondary school in particular The changes that have occurred are a 

consequence of a globally connected economic system and a concomitant movement o f labour and 

people with which Ireland is currently inextricably linked. Very few societies are now composed of 

people having one culture, one language, and one identity and diversity is becoming the nonn: 

“everyone is involved and, and everyone is doing it.”-® The world-wide phenomenon o f global 

interconnection o f economic and political systems is often subsumed under the catch-all tenn, 

globalisation which tends to be accompanied by references to a ‘knowledge economy’ or 

‘knowledge society’ associated with the economic emphasis o f what is termed neoliberalism.

I einphasise here that the experience o f cultural diversity and change is not a recent 

phenomenon in Ireland, a consequence o f economic modernisation and globalisation, Ryanair, and 

the World Wide Web, but a natural outcome of human life for millennia. Accordingly, consideration 

o f the Irish responses to diversity and change must account for the socio-cultural context, including 

a colonial past, peripheral location, a particular public intellectual life and historical religious.

Joseph Lee, Ireland 1912-1985 : Politics and Society (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1990), 642-643.
Quoted in: Jim Gleeson, Curriculum in Context: Partnership, Power and Praxis in Ireland (Oxford: Peter 

Lang, 2009), 9.
John W. Berry, "Acculturation: Living Successfully in Two Cultures," International Journal of 

Intercultural Relations 29, no. 6 (2005): 700.
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ideological and economic influences. Recognition of diversity in history, in everyday life and

within oneself begins by understanding the present as a habituation of circumstance that is

grounded in the past, but not defined by it. This perspective understands the present as possibility,

not a detenninistic given. By accepting the unfinished nature of the human condition, by fighting

the bureaucratisation of the mind that some aspects of globalisation demand and the acceptance as

fa it accompli situations considered irreversible by a neoliberal rationality, culture and history

become not instruments for transmission, but tools for transformation. Humanisation becomes

conceivable and attainable.^' A view of education as a catalyst for the development of a cultural

and social creativity that facilitates a dialogue of change in the way individuals and groups within

the education system engage with each other begins with the task of exploring where one stands.

This chapter develops the idea that historical context and change is integrative with personal

identity development thorough the process of acculturation. Socio-cultural change is a recurring

theme in Irish history and for a variety of reasons Irish historiography has paid attention to ideas of

hidden Irelands. An attempt will be made to introduce the idea of multiple Irelands to argue the

idea of diversity and change as a de facto  condition of human existence and that what happens in

the classroom is a facet of the chain of being and becoming.

1.1 W hat is Culture?

“Wherever something stands, something else will stand beside it.”

-Igbo proverb, quoted by Chinua Achebe in conversation with Bill Moyers-^

I met a traveller from an antique land
Who said: "Two vast and trunkless legs of stone
Stand in the desert. Near them, on the sand.
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown.
And wrinkled lip, and sneer of cold command,
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read 
Which yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things.
The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed.
And on the pedestal these words appear:
'My name is Ozymandias, King of Kings:
Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!'
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay 
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare 
The lone and level sands stretch far away.

-Percy Bysshe Shelley, Ozymandias

Freire, Pedagogy o f  Freedom : Ethics, Democracy, and Civic Courage, 102.
Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart, Expanded ed., African Writers Series. (Oxford ; Portsmouth, N.H., 

USA: Heinemann Educational, 1996), xii.
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The term culture is in common usage in the English language, but its meaning is often 

ambiguously understood or employed loosely in a variety of senses. Raymond Williams argued that 

culture was one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language. This is so 

partly because of its intricate historical development in several European languages, but partly 

because it has developed usages related to concepts in several distinct intellectual disciplines and in 

several distinct systems of thought. Indeed, until recently culture has been conceptualised as 

something one could possess or bequeath to another. This perception was particularly prevalent in 

the educational vision of the “high” culture of academia where the possession of this culture 

permitted one into the elites of society to join with others who possessed high culture to become 

decision makers and political leaders. Williams viewed culture from a different perspective which 

accepted culture as ordinary, in the sense that culture is not a collection of special objects locked 

away in a museum or inscribed on a page, but instead is an essential fact of life. Indeed, culture is 

life. Williams notes these two aspects of culture; the known meanings and directions and the new 

meanings and directions which must be tested. He employs the w'ord “culture” in these two senses 

and argues that we can understand culture as (i) a whole way of life (the common meanings) and 

(ii) the arts and learning (the processes of discovery and creative effort). Williams insists on both 

uses.

Humans depend on groups to survive and thrive, and there is an innate drive to develop and

observe norms and rituals which express themselves as culture. In this sense, culture is part of

everyday life and every society has its own shape, purposes, meanings and expresses these facets of

culture by way of its institutions, arts, and learning. Living and learning in a society means finding

common meanings and directions as, simultaneously, society both is made and remade in every

individual mind. Williams eloquently presents his view of culture as he travels from his privileged,

elite position in Cambridge to the valleys of his youth in Abergavenny:

The bus-stop was outside the cathedral. I had been looking at the Mappa Mundi, with 
its rivers out of Paradise, and at the chained library, where a party of clergymen had 
gotten in easily, but where I had waited an hour and cajoled a verger before I even saw 
the chains. Now, across the street, a cinema advertised the Six-Five Special and a 
cartoon version of Gulliver's Travels. The bus arrived, with a driver and conductress 
deeply absorbed in each other. We went out of the city, over the old bridge, and on 
through the orchards and the green meadows and the fields red under the plough.
Ahead were the Black Mountains, and we climbed among them, watching the steep 
fields end at the grey walls, beyond which the bracken and heather and whin had not

Terry Eagleton, The Idea o f  Culture, Blackwell Manifestos (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000).
Raymond Williams and John Higgins, The Raymond Williams Reader (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), 11.
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yet been driven back. To the east, along the ridge, stood the line o f grey Nornian 
castles; to the west, the fortress wall o f the mountains. Then, as we still climbed, the 
rock changed under us. Here, now, was limestone, and the line o f the early iron 
workings along the scarp. The farming valleys, with their scattered white houses, fell 
away behind. Ahead o f us were the narrower valleys: the steel rolling-mill, the 
gasworks, the grey terraces, the pitheads. The bus stopped, and the driver and 
conductress got out, still absorbed. They had done this journey so often, and seen all 
its stages. It is a journey, in fact, that in one fonti or another we have all made.^^

Williams moves seamlessly between worlds, noting a palimpsest o f history, symbols, cultivation o f

both land and people, and declines the opportunity to consider one culture as superior to another,

but rather to view both as constitutive elements o f history and the human journey across the

landscape o f culture as the end in itse lf He refused to seal off one from the other, to divorce a high

culture from the common culture and the concerns o f daily living.^® W illiams’ work was a

challenge to the orthodoxy o f the times and has become highly influential. For him, culture cannot

be understood in isolation from the social roots from which it springs and in many ways he is

recapitulating an inclusive and broad view o f culture that has prevailed at different times and in

different contexts.

According to Sir Edward B. Tylor, the English anthropologist who wrote Primitive Culture 

(1871), culture is “ ...that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, 

custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member o f society”. I n  1982, 

UNESCO World Conference on Cultural Policies defined culture as, “ ... the whole complex of 

distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features that characterise a society or 

social group. It includes not only the arts and letters, but also modes o f life, the fundamental rights 

o f  the human being, value systems, traditions and beliefs.” *̂* Anthropologists Kroeber and 

Kluckhohn cited one hundred and sixty-four definitions of culture, ranging from “learned 

behaviour” to “ideas in the mind,” “a logical construct,” “a statistical fiction,” “a psychic defence 

mechanism,” and so on. The definition (or the conception) o f culture that is preferred by Kroeber 

and Kluckhohn is that culture is an abstraction or, more specifically, “an abstraction from 

b e h a v i o u r . I n  contemporary times, a computing metaphor has been employed to describe culture

25 Ibid.
26 Ibid., 24.
2'̂  Quoted in: Eagleton.
2* Unesco., World Conference on Cultural Policies, Mexico City, 26 July-6 August 1982 Final Report (Paris: 
Unesco, 1982).
2̂  See: Ronald Shinn, Culture and School; Socio-Cultural Significances, The Intext Series in Foundations of 
Education (Scranton,: Intext Educational Publishers, 1971).

4



as the “mental software” programmed by one’s environment and life experiences.^® Other 

definitions suggest that:

• Culture comprises the patterns o f ideas, values and beliefs common to a particular 
group o f people, their ‘characteristic ways’ o f thinking and feeling.

• Culture differentiates one group from another group.
• Culture is a way o f life, a way to perceive the world and a way to experience 

meaning.
• Culture is embodied in symbols and artefacts.^'

A complicating factor in considering culture, and as an illustration o f the differentiating drive o f 

cultural definitions, is that every discipline has its own culture and reasons for defining culture its 

own context. The disciplines o f Philosophy, Sociology, Psychology, Anthropology and Education 

all have considered culture according to their own perspectives and tend to have their own 

“cultures.” A well known cultural distinction and example o f this differentiating drive o f culture is 

C.P. Snow’s delineation o f “two cultures”, denoting the division o f society, education systems and 

intellectual life by the dichotomous split between the arts and humanities versus natural sciences. 

This remains a shorthand for a failure o f literary intellectuals and scientists to dialogue in an 

effective and integrative maimer and is an example o f how even elites found a way to differentiate 

themselves into competing tribal cultures. Clearly, culture both unites and differentiates. These 

differentiations are created through shared meanings in different contexts. Belonging to a team, a 

tribe, a political party, an ideology, a religion or a nation results in other non-members becoming 

outsiders. Every culture and sub-culture has definitions for who or what constitutes the Other and 

ass an organising force culture has tended to denote sameness and difference and as a consequence 

has served as a marker o f homogeneity with or contrast from others.

In educational action culture becomes a structure that structures existence and combines 

the two senses o f culture identified by Williams as a whole way o f life and  the arts and learning as 

the processes of discovery and creative effort. Fundamental to the educational process is the 

structuring o f individuals through schooling and the induction or indoctrination involved in the 

training, development, and refinement o f mind, tastes, and manners it requires. In this manner, 

culture constitutes an aspect o f the intellectual side o f civilisation that can serve to differentiate one 

culture from another, be it ‘high’ from ‘low’ or nation from nation. However, schooling culture also 

denotes a particular fonn or type o f intellectual development including the language, customs,

Geert H. Hofstede, Cultures and Or-ganizations : Software o f the M ind: Intercultural Cooperation and Its 
Importance for Survival, [1st ed. (London: HarperCollins, 1994).

D. Inglis, Culture and Everyday Life (Routledge, 2005), 7-10.
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artistic achievements, social norms and mores o f a people, at a particular stage o f its development 

or history. Schools and communities also have been found to have distinctive cultures. Williams’ 

understanding o f culture balances the two interweaving strands that form the backbone o f this 

study. The individual and educational strands integrate the broader historical and social elements of 

culture with the individual human experience. In this duality, culture is a collective phenomenon, 

shared and learned, that serves to distinguish the members o f one group or category from another 

but, also, as this process occurs, culture also becomes something that changes with human activity. 

The tenn culture here denotes the tension between making and being made, forming and 

transforming, transmission and transformation that is at the heart o f  the educational process.

Bhikhu Parekh offers a definition that recognises culture as a structuring web of

significance; “Culture is a historically created system of meaning and significance or, what comes

to the same thing, a system o f beliefs and practices in te rn s  o f  which a group o f human beings

understand, regulate and structure their individual and collective lives. It is a way o f both

understanding and organising human life.” *̂ The definitions o f culture presented above are broadly

in line with the anthropological conception of culture suggested by Clifford Geertz. Geertz

understands culture as a system o f inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic forms by means of

which people communicate, perpetuate and develop their knowledge about and attitudes towards

life.^^ Echoing Parekh’s interpretive stance on culture, Geertz explains:

The concept o f culture I espouse ... is essentially a semiotic one. Believing, with 
Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs o f significance he himself 
has spun, 1 take culture to be those webs, and the analysis o f it to be therefore 
not an experimental science in search o f law but an interpretive one in search of 
meaning. It is explication I am after, construing social expressions on their 
surface enigmatical.^'*

Geertz writes o f an interpretive approach to the study o f culture which involves the commitment to 

a view o f cultural or ethnographic assertion as ‘essentially contestable.’ Anthropology, or at least 

interpretive anthropology, is a science whose progress is marked less by a perfection o f the 

consensus than by a refinement o f debate.^^ In other words, Geertz emphasises the importance o f 

understanding and interpretation, o f conversing with others to gain access to their conceptual 

frameworks and perspectives. When culture is understood as a system o f shared understandings and

Bhikhu C. Parekh, Rethinking M ulticulturalism  : Cultural D iversity  an d  P o litica l Theory (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000), 143.

Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation o f  Cultures : S elec ted  E ssays (London: Hutchinson, 1975), 89.

3“ Ibid., 5.

35 Ibid., 29.
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framing actions, the presence o f and need for a sciiool culture, or an organisational culture, or a 

national culture becomes evident. A clarity o f purpose, a compass o f intention and action is needed, 

and where there are differences there are bound to be tensions and conflicts o f  understandings. The 

tension and conflict that takes place at the meeting o f  different cultures is recognised by the terms 

culture clash or culture shock^® which denote the presence o f stress and anxiety in the meeting o f 

different cultures. Individuals and groups often desire to hold on tightly to their culture in the face 

o f change. The interpretive approach to understanding culture has appeal here as it offers the 

possibility o f a dialogue between individuals and groups to interpret and understand cultural 

differences and to develop shared meanings.

There are significant complicating factors to consider when stress and anxiety result from 

the meeting o f different cultures. Hofstede has done a great deal o f work on cultures and 

organisations and has concluded that cultural differences can be divided into four manifestations, 

moving from the most superficial to the deepest and most meaningful: symbols; heroes; rituals; 

v a l u e s . S y m b o l s ,  heroes and rituals are visible to an outside observer and are therefore termed 

practices and only have meaning in relation to their interpretation by insiders. Values are feelings 

and broad tendencies to prefer certain states o f affairs over others. According to Hofstede, these are 

the core of culture.^* There are a multiplicity o f manifestations o f culture in practice and as cultural 

diversity becomes more pronounced or is ineffectively negotiated, it produces increasing numbers 

o f actions with the potential for misinterpretation or misunderstanding which may cause offence or 

hurt, tension and conflict. This is particularly the case when it is the core values that differ.

Colleen A. Ward, Stephen Bochner, and Adrian Fumham, The Psychology o f  Culture Shock, 2nd ed. 
(London: Routledge, 2001).

Hofstede, 6.
3* Ibid.
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Figure: The Onion: M anifestations o f Culture at Different Levels o f Depth

The layers o f culture illuminate three key insights to be considered here. Firstly, that 

though practices may differ between groups, it is the central values that are the core concerns of 

culture. Secondly, people can belong to multiple groups or categories that constitute multiple 

cultures or varieties within cultures and, therefore, people carry several layers o f mental 

programming within themselves that include: national; regional; gender; generation; social class; 

organisational (work) and are not all necessarily in hannony with each other and are often 

conflicting. As a result, individuals can hold many identities under the cover o f  the umbrella of 

cu ltu re .F in a lly , the insight that the values that infomi practices are the potentially unifying centre 

o f cultural collaboration and change is significant to this study.

A nother reason an interpretive conceptualisation o f culture is essential to any 

understanding o f human relations is that it illuminates the fact that people do not inhabit cultures or 

social classes, but live out class or cultural relations, some dominant and some subordinate.'" Paulo 

Freire emphasised that understanding the complexity o f culture sheds light on its role in the 

struggle between the dominant and the dominated groups or subcultures. Culture from this 

perspective becomes not a ‘way o f life’, but a form o f production through which different groups 

define and realise their aspirations. This is an important understanding o f culture as it identifies the 

significance o f exploring what is not said and what is not done in a particular culture as important

Geert H. Hofstede, Gert Jan Hofstede, and Michael Minkov, Cultures and Organizations : Software o f  the 
M ind : Intercultural Cooperation and  Its Importance fo r  Survival, 3rd ed. (New York ; London: McGraw- 
Hill, 2010), 7.

Hofstede, Cultures and Organizations : Software o f  the M ind : Intercultural Cooperation and Its 
Importance fo r  Survival, 11.
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as w hat is done and said and that a view  o f  culture as a consensual field o f  equal social relations

m isses the role that power, its possession, control and use plays in society. F re ire’s w ork can be

situated in relation to conflict-oriented theories o f  social and cultural reproduction such as the

French anthropologist and sociologist Pierre Bourdieu's theoretical m odel o f  cultural capital w hich

illum inates its role in the continuing stm ggle betw een the dom inating and the dom inated classes.'*^

It is through the acquisition o f  capital, and the use o f  social, cultural and econom ic capital to

perpetuate its control through public institutions, that pow erful groups and individuals ensure their

own legitim acy and the reproduction o f  their power. Freire believes that the m ore this process is

hidden from sight and left unchallenged, the m ore powerfiil it is in reproducing class dom inance.

This is an im portant contribution as he identifies the im portance o f  developing a critical literacy to

explore the way things are said and done as well as w hat is not said and w hat is not done in a

particular culture as important:

This is especially interesting when you understand the asym m etry generated by social 
institutions, and how  im portant a role critical literacy program s play in dem ystifying 
the artificial param eters im posed on people. Critical literacy has to explicate the 
validity o f  different types o f  m usic, poetry, language and world views. From  this 
view point the dom inant class, w hich has the pow er to define, profile, and describe the 
world, begins to pronounce that the speech habits o f  the subordinate groups are a 
corruption, a bastardisation o f  dom inant discourse."'^

Geertz argues that understanding and interpretation are essential to converse w ith others to 

gain access to their particular conceptual frainew orks and understandings. H ofstede finds that the 

values that inform  practices are the potentially unifying centre o f  cultural collaboration and change, 

but that these core values are the m ost m eaningful and resistant to change, for a variefy o f  reasons. 

Freire rem inds one that some facets o f  culture oppress, particularly when they are unquestioned and 

produce a silence in their presence. A bove all, as W illiam s notes, culture is ordinary. It is the 

norm al order o f  things, only given significance by the circum stances in which it is experienced and 

understood. Through a variety o f  dialogues one can m ake explicit the hidden aspects o f  culture, 

gain insights into the experience o f  others, develop the values that are the core o f  culture and 

finally, m anifest the fact that culture is ordinary, that its core values are m eaningful and resistant to 

change, but that culture is adaptable and, when view ed from  certain perspectives, in constant flux.

Pierre Bourdieu and others, Reproduction : In Education, Society and Culture, Sage Studies in Social and 
Educational Change ; Vol.5. (London: SAGE Publications, 1977). See: Paulo Freire and Donaldo P. Macedo, 
Literacy : Reading the Word & the World (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987), 61. Also: RA Morrow 
and CA Torres, Reading Freire and Habermas: Critical Pedagogy and Transformative Social Change 
(Teachers College Press, 2002), 67-69.

Freire and Macedo, Literacy : Reading the Word & the World, 52-53.
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Finally, culture can be understood as a multidimensional and complex nexus o f constructs 

that includes history, values, morality, heroes, myths and practices. Cultural beliefs and 

assumptions are deeply embedded in conscious and unconscious psychological functioning and 

often come to light in situations o f culture shock, where conflicts and confrontations between 

people, groups, and nations who think, feel, and act differently meet. Yet, these same people, 

groups and nations are exposed to common problems (ecological, economic, political, military, 

epidemiological, meteorological) that demand cooperation for their so lu tio n .N eg o tia tio n  across 

cultures and in dialogue with others will be among the essential skills for the twenty-first century. 

1.2 Culture and Identity in a Global Framework

In some the earliest writings o f Western philosophy, the pre-Socratic philosopher 

Heraclitus identified that humans live in a world o f constant flux. When he wrote that we cannot 

step into the same river twice, he saw that historical and personal change was natural and that 

human life is contingent and unpredictable. The current understanding o f change is proposed by the 

contemporary sociologist, Zygmut Bauman, who identifies a “liquid modernity”, where 

globalisation and an emphasis on identity and individualism are closely linked with consumerism.'*^ 

Bauman argues that individual identity must therefore be fomied in an environment that is 

unpredictable and fluid and is without a central goal-setting organisation. Bauman’s metaphor for 

modem identity captures the notion that there is no fixed modernity, or linear process o f 

modernisation. Both Bauman and Heraclitus, 2500 years apart, identify the metaphor o f liquid, o f 

something tangible yet ungraspable, always present but flowing from one place to another or 

transforming from one state to another to articulate the simple truth that change is inherent in our 

understanding o f what it is to be human. The idea bridges the centuries.

German sociologist Ferdinand Tonnies’ distinguished between Gemeinschaft (relational 

community) and Gesellschaft (impersonal society) as types o f normal human association.'*^ This 

distinction is useful here to explain the complicating dynamics o f culture in a global context. 

Internal social change and immigration are tending to move societies away from gemeinschaft 

toward gesellschaft with consequences to the individual and the group. Sociodemographic trends,

Hofstede, Cultures and Organizations : Software o f the Mind : Intercultural Cooperation and Its 
Importance for Survival, 2. (My emphasis).

Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Cambridge; Polity Press, 2000).
Ferdinand Teonnies and Josae Harris, Community and Civil Society (Cambridge; Cambridge University 

Press, 2001).
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including shifts from rural or agricultural living, from informal education, subsistence living, and

low technology environments {gemeinschaft) to urban environments, formal schooling, complex

capitalistic commerce, and high technology enviromnents (gesellschaft) are currently trends that

apply across the world. Mobility is in many cases forced on groups and individuals and old ties are

broken down and social atomism becomes entrenched as migration patterns develop cosmopolitan

urban agglomerations. This is part of a broader socio-political and economic revolution generally

referred to as globalisation. According to the sociologist George Ritzer, “Globalisation is the

worldwide diffusion o f relations across continents, organisations o f social life on a global scale,

and growth o f a shared global consciousness.”"'̂  Ritzer, describes a developing homogeneity, where

virtually every nation and the lives o f billions o f people throughout the world are being

transformed, and quite dramatically. The impact o f internet and technology increases the speed and

spread o f contact and exposure and, for example, religious or ethnic offence can be projected

across the globe and responded to in minutes. Globalisation has altered the context o f  meaning

construction, culture and identity;

...it affects people’s sense o f identity, the experience o f place and o f the self in relation 
to place, ...it impacts on the shared understandings, values, desires, myths, hopes and 
fears that have developed around locally situated life.'*’̂

Integrating the understanding o f culture as explored above with a recognition o f the shift

from gemeinschaft to gesellschaft accelerated by the process o f globalisation presents two core

issues for modem identity: (i) sociocultural environments are not static and must be treated

dynamically; (ii) both social and individual cognition are affected by the forces o f modernity. In an

Irish context, certainly recent history and demographic patterns have changed the country from

what some considered an ethnically homogeneous country {gemeinschaft) to a more ethnically

diverse society {gesellschaft). It has been argued that in Ireland the initial transition from

gemeinschaft to modem technological society occurred as the ‘fifties ended and the ‘sixties

began.'’̂  However, as the historian J.J. Lee points out, an Irish village that appears as perfect image

o f eternal stability, functioning like a perfectly balanced clockwork gemeinschaft itself was the

consequence o f an unfortunate history previous to the 1930s:

A community that had undergone traumatic cultural, demographic and economic 
shock in the previous three generations, and which objectively was threatened with

George Ritzer, The Globalization o f Nothing {ThousmA Oaks, Calif. ; London: Pine Forge, 2004), 72.
John Tomlinson, Globalization and Culture (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999), 20.
Lee, 644.
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virtual extinction o f its way o f life in a generation or two, somehow appears, as 
viewed through the spectacles o f its own hegemonic bloc, as suspended in time, 
outside history.

The important point here is that what may seem permanent or the epitome o f culture, is itself a 

function o f wider socio-economic forces that are often beyond the comprehension o f the individual 

or group. The American novelist Flannery O'Connor is said to have claimed that she could see 

more from her front porch in Milledgeville, Georgia, than she could on any tour o f Europe. This 

testimony may be taken as a representative o f a natural experiential knowledge that is only possible 

when one is organically rooted to a particular place and time, out o f a gemeinschaft. However, there 

is a global context here, as O ’Connor speaks in the belief o f the artistic and creative mind to find 

common cause across the bounds o f space and time. In this view, empathy and dialogue can offer a 

link between gesellschaft and gemeinschaft, the community and the society, the local and the 

global.

In Ireland, the local and the global, community and society, tradition and modernity, are not 

forms o f life that supersede one another in linear historical progress, but that exist 

contemporaneously and interpenetrate. Irish modernity involves multiple modernities, and multiple 

invented ‘traditions’, and multiple processes o f modernisation, involving both continuity and 

change.^' The connection between local and global through an ongoing dialogue has been 

identified by sociologists and cultural theorists that, has been available for centuries according to 

philosopher Martha Nussbaum. She argues that by the 5'*’ Century BC the Greek Cynic philosopher 

Diogenes claimed, “I am a citizen o f the world.” -̂ The Stoics had developed the image o f the 

kosmopolites, by arguing that each o f us has two communities -  the local community o f birth and 

the community o f human argument and aspiration. The historian Herodotus examined the customs 

o f distant countries in order to attain a critical perspective on Greek society. Indeed, the culture 

identity theorist Allen Ivey traces the idea o f cultural identity back to Plato’s The Republic. 

Therefore, it must be recognised that by the beginning o f the Hellenistic era in Greek philosophy, 

cross-cultural inquiry was firmly established in Athenian public discourse and in the writings of 

50 Ibid., 651.
Carmen Kuhling and Kieran Keohane, Cosmopolitan Ireland: Globalisation and Quality o f Life (London, 

Dublin: Pluto Press, distributed by Gill & Macmillan, 2007), 14.
Martha Craven Nussbaum, Cultivating Humanity : A Classical Defense o f Reform in Liberal Education 

(Cambridge, M ass.; London: Harvard University Press, 1997), 56.
” Ibid., 52-53.

Allen E. Ivey, Developmental Therapy, 1st ed.. The Jossey-Bass Social and Behavioral Science Series (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1986).
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philosophers as a necessary part o f good deliberation about citizenship and good order and it was 

believed that an encounter with an Other was considered an essential part o f an examined life.^^

It has long been recognised that cultural change has involved conflic t and 

misunderstanding. These assumptions underly the social psychological “culture-identity link” 

identified by James E. Cote who builds on the work of, among others, Erik Erikson and presents a 

conceptual anchoring o f human development in a cross-cultural and trans-historical manner. Cote 

recognises that several interrelated levels o f analysis are necessary for understanding the social 

contexts governing human development. These levels are: (i) Social structure, including political 

and economic systems; (ii) interaction, comprising day-to-day patterns o f behaviours in socialising 

institutions; and (iii) individual personality, self and psyche.^® Cote’s tripartite conception o f an 

identity that is multiple and interrelated, presents a higher level o f complexity and a more 

comprehensive vision o f culture than has been traditionally assumed by a culturally monistic 

perspective. In other supporting research. Getting and Beauvais^’ find that identification with one 

culture can be independent o f identification with any other culture and point out that any 

combination or pattern o f cultural identification is possible. A person may have a single identity, 

may be bicultural, may have a high identification with one culture and a modest one with another, 

or may have a weak identification with any culture. Instead of opposing each other, significance is 

placed on the cultural identification an individual makes. This conceptualisation allows for the 

possibility for degrees of identification and belonging and the potential for a multi-identitied 

existence. They find that one may move away physically, spiritually, intellectually from one’s 

culture, but also not lose the ability to be in some way a part of the culture.

There is therefore a reciprocity between identity and context that is recognised in research, 

social psychology, sociology and anthropology. Furthermore, some find that the respect for 

diversity and role o f cultural identity in the development o f an individual identity is o f  central 

importance. For example, the novelist Salman Rushdie’s identity was moulded by his loss o f in 

Islam. This void, the ‘god-shaped hole’ in his identity, is the source o f much o f the religious debate 

in his novels. Similarly, James Joyce wanted to escape the restrictions o f a strong religious culture

Nussbaum, 50-84.
James E. Cote, "Sociological Perspectives on Identity Formation: The Culture-identity Link and Identity 

Journal o f  Adolescence 19, no. 5 (1996).
E. R. Getting and Fred Beauvais, "Orthogonal Cultural Identification Theory: The Cultural Identification 

o f Minority Adolescents," Substance Use & Misuse 25, no. s5-s6 (1991).
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that he felt was restrictive and suffocating o f his own freedoms and creativity. However, his 

character Stephen Daedalus is haunted by guilt over his refusal to pray over his dying mother and 

in Ulysses is searching for atonement with a father figure. In both artists the escape o f a religious 

identity has resulted not in nothing, but in something else. Fintan O ’Toole argues, that the cultural 

shift from a theocratic to a mercantile ethic over the past forty years in Ireland, exacerbated in the 

first decade o f the twenty-first century, was filling a void, not just an ideologically, but as a 

substitute identity.^* Culture and identity can be viewed as a something to escape, to cherish, to 

reconcile with, but it cannot be escaped.

Symbols, rituals and heroes and their significance vary across and within cultures and the 

importance individuals place on aspects o f their culture vary and change over time. The quotes 

from Achebe and Shelley that serve as the guide to the exploration o f “What is Culture?” in this 

chapter allude to a fact that cultures are not immutable, eternal or absolute. Both quotes remind one 

o f temporality and ephemeral nature o f a culture and o f the paradoxical nature o f human activity, 

that it is in some respects both unchanging and transitory. Both quotes recognise the futility of 

proclaiming some state o f existence as eternal or ultimate, yet, at the same time, the creative drive 

and the words themselves, the image o f Ozymandias and the echoes sounding across the lone and 

level sands speak stark truths. These artists, from vastly differing cultures, remind one that culture 

is the space o f creativity and human interaction, that individual change occurs in relation with 

others in time and space and one is never more than the co-author o f one’s own narrative. This 

makes identity a product o f a place and time and circumstance infomied by the values that indicate 

what are the significant symbols, practices and heroes of a culture. Intrinsically connected to the 

process o f cultural change is the recognition that the physical monuments may fall, but something 

deeper lives on in their creation and apprehension and in the development o f shared understandings 

based on their insights.

The question that arises here is, in twenty-first century Ireland is education currently 

focussed on integrating children into a political and economic system and a cultural identity that is 

based on static and rigid ideas o f an economic and cultural past, or should questions o f identity and 

its formation with the help o f others be fully recognised in educational practice. In May 2011, 

Queen Elizabeth II visited Ireland and spoke o f “...being able to bow to the past, but not being

Fintan O'Toole, Enough Is Enough (Faber & Faber, Limited, 2010).
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bound by it.” This simple statement, in a particularly loaded and significant context, demonstrates 

that symbols and heroes are visible in the practices o f culture. However, the values that are implied 

and understood in how the statement was made and received demonstrates that cultures are fluid 

and complex, not static and reified constructs and that values are the significant core o f  culture. 

This insight recognises that the past resides in, but does not become, the present and that culture is 

both lived and made in a process o f change founded on values, but enacted and negotiated with 

others.

1.3 Social, C ultural and D em ographic C hange in Ireland

'The cynics may be able to point to the past. But we live in the fu ture .'
- Bertie Ahem, Fianna Fail ArdFheis  o f 1998.^®

1.3.1 H istorical C hange and C ultural Identity

—/  can quite understand that, he said cahnly. An Irishman must think like that, 1 

daresay. We fe e l in England that we have treated you rather unfairly. It seems history 

is to blame.

- James Joyce, Ulysses.

The narrative o f Ireland’s history has been marked by cultural encounters, such as the visit

of Queen Elizabeth II described above, by conflicts and intolerance as well as by periods o f 

integration, assimilation and co-operation. Historian Thomas Bartlett argues that there is an 

enduring and simple fable in Irish history that is a narrative of integration and assimilation 

presented as successive waves o f invaders into Ireland each becoming assimilated into the ‘native’ 

stock.®® A full historiographical study is beyond the scope o f this study, but I believe that the 

context is important and illuminates the shifting perspectives regarding identity and change in 

Ireland. The historical perspective suggested here demonstrates that narrative is perceived or 

understood in particular ways at particular times and develops an understanding o f how politics and 

power can sometimes determine what is considered culture.

The narrative o f Irish history becomes complex when one looks deeper into the story is not 

one-dimensional as has been traditionally presented. Bartlett’s view is that the Irish have been 

objectified by English invaders as an Other, barbaric in customs, economic development and social 

and political structure. As a consequence, the English settlers as far back as the twelfth century

R. F. Foster, Luck and the Irish : A Brief History o f Change, C. 1970-2000 (London: Penguin, 2008), 
Introduction.
“  Thomas Bartlett, Ireland: A History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 2.
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asserted and reinforced their English identity in opposition to an Irish indigenous identity.^' The 

consequence, according to Bartlett, o f  an incom plete settlem ent and conquest is that assim ilation 

betw een English and indigenous Irish w as never possible, and that the colonists were always 

uncertain in their identity (as a consequence o f  being perceived as Irish by the authorities in 

England) and that a com ing together o f  the inhabitants o f  the Island, w hen it did not happen 

contem poraneous to the invasion, was not going to happen at all.^^ The com plex English/Irish 

relationship is also identified by D eclan K iberd, who notes that Ireland is at once post-im perial (the 

Irish involvem ent in the British Em pire) and post-colonial (the Irish role in dism antling the 

e m p i r e ) . A s  an illustration o f  this colonial am bivalence, Bartlett states that in 1885 possibly 50% 

o f  the rank and file in British arm y w ere Irish C a t h o l i c . T h i s  com plicated coloniser/colonised 

relationship was identified by Franz Fanon, who argued that the souls o f  colonised people have an 

inferiority  com plex created by the death and burial o f  its local cultural originality.^^ W hen a culture 

experiences colonisation and then experiences a national or racial crisis there is a kind o f  revolution 

o f  aw areness o f  the “ fourfold ru in” identified by M ahatm a G andhi o f  political, econom ic, cultural 

and spiritual ruin.^^ This fractured relationship resulting in a fractured self-perception appears in 

Jo y ce’s Ulysses as Stephen Dedalus proposes “The cracked looking-glass o f  a servant” as a symbol 

o f  Irish art.

The story o f  Ireland, a received tale replete w ith heroes and villains, has exercised a

particularly  im portant influence on the developm ent o f  Irish identity. To assuage the traum as o f  the

past and the experience o f  colonisation and cultural violence, Bartlett argues that Irish psychology

has created a false narrative o f  identity;

...validation o f  a contem porary aspiration, position or institution was sought by 
reference to early Ireland, and this has continued to be the case. Early Ireland was 
som ehow  authentic, though largely unknow n; contem porary Ireland - o f  w hatever 
period - was som ehow  bogus, and everyone knew it.^’

Ibid., 40-98.
“  Ibid. Chapter 2.

Declan Kiberd, ‘Strangers in their own Country: Multiculturalism in Ireland’, in Edna Longley and Declan 
Kiberd, Multi-Culturalism : The View from  the Two Irelands, Crosscurrents. (Cork: Cork University Press in 
association with the Centre for Cross Border Studies, Armagh, 2001).
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Frantz Fanon and Charles Lam Markmann, Black Skin, White Masks, Liberation Classics (London: Pluto, 

1986), 18.
Quoted in: Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 296.
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Historian J. J. Lee has previously written o f a collective mentality o f ‘traditional’ Ireland that must 

be sought far back in history, which owed its power, “ ...to attitudes deeply rooted in social structure 

and historical experience.” *̂ These insights indicate that the past has weighed heavily upon the 

living throughout Irish history as, under the surface, an imagined vision o f Ireland was employed to 

inform the present and Irish people lived their lives in numberless ways in the shadows o f History. 

For example, Daniel A. Binchy famously described early Irish society as ‘“tribal, rural, hierarchical 

and familiar” which Bartlett argues, sounds more like a cri de coeur for the sort o f  society he 

would have been at home with than any contemporary reality.®® There have been arguments for 

other ‘hidden’ Irelands. For example, the Ireland identified by Daniel Corkery in The Hidden 

Ireland (1924) was a community excluded from the well-known narratives o f history that had 

previously dominated Irish historiography. For Corkery, the hidden Ireland was a Celtic and 

Catholic worldview that was concealed in Anglo-centric Irish popular histories. Influential and 

apposite to its time, its version of the past provided powerful cultural underpinning to the 

traditional nationalist history that became, in the 1930s, the educational orthodoxy o f the new 

state.™ However, though the work itself has been discredited as biased, his political partisanship 

has had an influence in introducing an idea o f mental archaeology, both of individuals and the 

collective, and has stimulated a lively discussion in Irish historiography.^' The work has raised the 

question o f other hidden Irelands, other silenced groups.

More recently, Irish historiography has been subject to revision by historians typified by R. 

F. Foster’s Modern Ireland: 1600-1972 which reappraised people’s thinking about Ireland.’  ̂ As 

Foster’s revisionist perspective gained currency, the telling o f the traditional tale had come to an 

end and more Irish people were beginning to see themselves through different and more complex 

narratives. Foster him self writes that in The Hidden Ireland, Corkery encouraged his countrymen to 

seek their cultural heritage in an exclusively Gaelic past and a vision o f an “Irish Ireland” , “ ...a 

peasant nation, with no urban existence and no middle class, oppressed by an alien gentry and its 

hangers on.”’  ̂ When new visions o f Irishness and alternative identities became available,

««Lee, 390-392.

Bartlett, 13.

™ Patrick Walsh, "Daniel Corkery's the Hidden Ireland," N ew  H ibernia R eview  5, no. 2 (2001).

Lee, 594.

R. F. Foster, M odern Ireland 1600-1972  (London; Penguin, 1989).

73 Ibid., 195.
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particularly as historical shibboleths were challenged in Foster’s work in the nineteen eighties,

other identities were realised. The Irish writer Colm Toibm writes about a liberation of identity

freed from a reductionist and exclusionary view typified by Corkery’s view of Irishness:

I was in my late teens and I already knew that what they had told me about God and 
sexuality wasn't true, but being an atheist or being gay in Ireland at that time seemed 
easier to deal with as transgressions than the idea that you could cease believing in 
the Great Events of Irish nationalist history. No Cromwell as cruel monster, say; the 
executions after 1916 as understandable in the circumstances; 1798 as a small 
outbreak of rural tribalism; partition as inevitable. Imagine if Irish history were pure 
fiction, how free and happy we could be! It seemed at that time a most subversive 
idea, a new way of killing your father, starting from scratch, creating a new self I 
became a revisionist, luckily, just as the word was coming into vogue; it was a term 
of abuse used about historians who were peddling anti-nationalist views of Irish 
history.’"*

There are other Irelands and identities have been uncovered or recognised in recent years. 

For example, President Mary McAleese, in a speech to the British Council in March 2007, spoke of 

another Ireland that she felt had been relegated from previous historical narratives, as another form 

of Irish identity:

The Irish know better than many other races how valuable the emigrants to our shores 
are. We know these things because of our own extensive history of being emigrants.
We are proud of the contribution our emigrants made wherever they went and though 
the Irish word for exile 'deoraiocht' comes from the Irish word for tears, we have lived 
long enough to see our emigrants and their offspring power their way into every 
sphere of civic life around the world, first-rate ambassadors for Ireland and effective 
bridges between Ireland and so many countries and peoples. The success of our 
emigrants in politics, business, education and the arts inspired our self-belief at home 
through very fallow periods and their remittances of hard-earned shillings and dollars 
helped lift the quality of life of their families left at home.’^

When one speaks of a hidden Ireland, perhaps what is being spoken about are not those elements of

culture that are visible or at surface level, music, song, language, but of the sub-cultures or

subordinate groups, whose ideas, values, beliefs, language or other attributes but are not

represented by the dominant culture at a particular time. These sub-cultures are, by the measure of

the surface and dominant culture, cultures of silence. By closing national identity off from human

variety and pluralism, by corralling identity into fixed boxes, by marginalising aspects of identity

or, indeed, the presence of entire groups, a lingering physical and psychological emptiness results,

such as described by Toibin above. Cultures of silence and the social and political consequences

Colm Toibm, "New Ways o f  Killing Your Father." Review o f Paddy and Mr Punch: Connections in Irish 
and English History, by R. F. Foster. London Review o f  Books 15 no. 22 (1993): 3-6, http://www.lrb.co.uk/ 
vI5/n22/colm-toibin/new-ways-of-killing-your-father.

President Mary McAleese, speech to the British Council in March 2007, http://www.president.ie/ 
index.php?section=5&speech-331&lang=eng: Accessed 12 October 2009.
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accruing from the marginalisation and exclusion o f groups and o f aspects o f  individual identity 

leave residues that remain into the present.

James Joyce wrote o f the traps the ideologies o f faith and fatherland posed for young men

like him self in A Portrait o f  the Artist as a Young Mam  “When the soul o f a man is bom  in this

country there are nets flung at it to hold it back from flight. You talk to me o f nationality, language,

religion. I shall try to fly by those nets.” ®̂ In the novel, Joyce wrote o f the social paralysis o f the

Ireland from which he went into exile. He provides valuable insights into the consciousness o f the

adolescent searching for meaning in a culture from which they feel alienated. In Pedagogy o f  the

Oppressed, Paulo Freire wrote about the impact of a culture o f silence on the oppressed and noted

the danger o f stasis inculcated by historically determined thinking: “The past, understood as

immobilisation o f what was, generates longing, even worse, nostalgia, which nullifies

t o m o r r o w . I t  is possible that colonisation, famine, rebellion and reprisals all have left a residue

in the folk memory for many Irish and that this complex and wretched history has echoes in

Freire’s understanding o f what he described as the culture o f silence o f the dispossessed as a closed

society with no authentic voice, where the alienated are both oppressed and oppressors. He came to

realise silence was the consequence of complex conditions: economic, social, and political

domination and paternalism. Indeed, the silences are both of those who remain behind and are

marginalised, but also the silenced voices never heard through generational emigration and famine.

J.J. Lee argues that emigration, as illuminated by Joyce’s desire to fly the nets and leave Ireland,

has only served to remove potential threats to social stability resulting in an ongoing intellectual

derivativeness in independent Ireland.^* The implication is that history can be fetishised to the point

where it becomes a prison of narrow preoccupation and dissent is ignored or excised. Brian

Fanning writes o f the links between stasis and emigration:

The Irish past is littered with hidden and secret Irelands. The business acknowledging 
and addressing these has long been a fraught one. Emigration swept social problems 
aside whilst ideologies o f faith and fatherland swept them under the carpet.^®

James Joyce and Jeri Johnson, A P ortra it o f  the A rtist as a  Young Man (Oxford: Oxford U niversity Press, 
2008), 182.
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Brian Friel wrote, “To remember everything is a fonn o f madness.” ®̂ As Toibm, Joyce and

McAleese identify above, the psychological depth and insight that a critical historical awareness

bestows can be a tool for the liberation o f previously silenced voices and identities.

As far back as the English invasion o f the twelfth century, Bartlett argues, “The frontiers o f

Gaelic Ireland and Anglo-Ireland were remarkably porous because people, as opposed to

goverrunents, wished them to be so.”*' Culture therefore, is both a tool for freedom or confinement,

for humanisation or oppression and it is the creation o f culture that generates the potential for

freedom. If  the bonds that bind human groups are too strong they emphasise the madness of

remembering everything and stifle the development o f personal identity and the possibility of

difference. Cultural intransigence can inhibit individuals from recognising different perspectives,

identities, orientations and values, resulting in dehumanising and oppressive relations between

individuals and the frustration o f the development o f sub-cultures or sub-groups who are not

recognised. In Whatever You Say Say Nothing, Seamus Heaney wrote o f a closed, introverted and

paranoid society in Northern Ireland that suffers from cultural inhibition and historical stasis:

O land o f password, handgrip, wink and nod.
O f open minds, as open as a trap.
Where tongues lie coiled, as under flames lie wicks.
Where half o f us, as in a wooden horse.
Were cabin’d and confined like wily Greeks,
Besieged within the siege, whispering morse.

Heaney and other Irish artists, such as Joyce and Friel, have been successful in exploring the

boundaries and connecfions in the tangled webs o f Irish identities.

A final two illustrations from Irish literature will conclude this discussion o f the

interdependence o f culture, history and identity in an Irish context. “History is a nightmare from

which I am trying to awake”*̂  says Stephen Dedalus, the young man from A Portrait, now a

teacher in Joyce’s Ulysses. He feels the forces o f the past and the influence o f his culture both as an

inhibition and a legacy. Stephen longs to escape, to find freedom in exile and physically break the

bonds Church and state that are restricting his possibilities. It is 1904 and Stephen Dedalus is in an

Ireland ruled from Westminster and directed from Rome. The character speaks to the universal

search for identity, but also to the burden o f culture and history. He also speaks to an identity and

Brian Friel, Plays. I (London: Faber and Faber, 1984).

Bartlett, 45.

Seamus Heaney, O pened Ground : Selected  Poem s, 1966-1996, 1st Farrar, Straus and Giroux paperback 
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history that in some respects is particularly Irish. He will soon leave the shores o f  the island to 

become an emigrant/immigrant and a citizen of the world. Dedalus expresses the complex tensions 

between belonging and otherness, freedom and authority, history as legacy and cage. The 

nightmare o f history is expressed but, through Joyce’s creativity, the actions o f the novel move 

towards conciliation and reconciliation.*'* If Dedalus presents a particularly Irish perspective in the 

novel, Leopold Bloom is a character with a mixture o f identities: Jew, citizen. Irishman, husband 

and father. What is significant about Bloom is that he represents a ftiture o f possibility. Bloom is a 

“cultural stranger”, an ‘other’ within Irish culture, yet one that seeks reconciliation and 

accommodation, his perspective expresses the openness and the potential for growth that his name 

implies. In the play Translations, Brian Friel acknowledges the power of language in shaping the 

perception and understanding o f the past and the significance o f myth. Friel locates his play in a 

fixed place and time in Irish history, Baile Beag, Co. Donegal in August 1833, a period o f great 

significance in the colonial relationship between Ireland and England as Ordinance Survey 

mapping takes place. As the cartographer inscribes place-names for the maps, Gaelic-Irish names 

are translated into English. This process has political and cultural implications that resonate to this 

day in the names that live on as reminders o f  the colonial experience o f both the coloniser and the 

colonised. Translations presents a sophisticated exploration o f cultural transformation to 

problematise a simple story based in the past. Friel employs this moment of history to chart the 

impact o f historical inheritance and social fracture to illuminate the complexity o f human 

experience beyond stereotype and recrimination. By recognising that life is change and not stasis, 

Friel implies that cultural myths and images need to be subjected to critical and imaginative 

scrutiny. How characters respond to change, and the fact that the broad sweep o f historical and 

political change brings some w'ith it, leaves others behind and has consequences for all are his 

themes in the play. The shaping o f minds and the development of hearts takes place through the 

acquisition o f culture as the process o f becoming human. However, culture also holds the potential 

to be restrictive, limiting and even prohibitionist. Both Joyce and Friel act as cultural insiders and 

outsiders to demonstrate how the artist has the potential to embody the critical spirit through the 

possession of a gimlet scrutiny, but as possessors o f a breadth o f vision, to critically question 

official and received cultures and to offer alternatives. They neither embrace wholeheartedly, nor

Derek Attridge and Marjorie H ow es, Sem icolonial Joyce  (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

21



are immediately embraced completely by the culture as a whole. The artist can consequently 

present reality in alternative, unconventional and challenging ways.

Friel, Joyce and numerous Irish artists, playwrights, novelists and poets have offered 

alternative realities for identity and visions o f culture. While recognising that change at the level o f 

values is fraught with danger and fear, the creation or forging o f a new identity is possible and, at 

times, necessary. Hugh the Headmaster in Translations counsels, “We must learn where we 

live...that it is not the literal past, the ‘facts’ o f  history, that shape us, but images o f the past 

embodied in language...we must never cease renewing those images; because once we do we 

f o s s i l i s e . . . T h i s  perspective offers the vision that in order to create culture, what is needed is a 

renegotiation o f human values in dialogue that incorporates the past and attempts to recognise the 

hidden or silent Other. The creation o f new forms o f culture does not require the past to be 

jettisoned, but instead renewal and optimism. By recognising that identities are constructed out o f 

the narratives o f the past as it interpenetrates and is constructed by the present, history is so 

essentially tied up with identity, both personal and group, that the story or understanding o f where 

one comes from or the history o f one’s group becomes an essential part o f the narrative o f identity. 

When groups and people begin to see themselves as victims, or as a nation in which ‘the good’ is 

manifest, identities become fossilised and have consequences for how others are viewed. This is the 

problem when a narrative view o f history is naively understood or presented, when history 

becomes simply a morality tale, or when decontextualized information is portrayed as historical 

knowledge, the narrative closes minds and negates complexity. Representations o f history which 

fix identity as static rather than interpretive, open and creative, are limiting o f human potential. 

Historicism acts as a confmnation bias for what is, rather than providing a healthy skepticism for 

understanding o f what the group and self can be and is a type o f institutionalised thinking.

There has been an emphasis in Irish history on institutions (the twin towers o f political and 

ecclesiastical powers) rather than o f society or individual or group mentality.*^ There has been a 

propensity to present history as a series o f object lessons for the present to address whatever the 

current enthusiasms and interests are. In recent years, Irish history has become more inclusive o f 

previously excluded or ignored identities as Roy Foster perceived at the end o f the last millennium:

Friel, 445. 
««Lee, 593.
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...Irish people can reinterpret their experience away from supposedly preordained 
patterns and endings; and subversive history-writing has played its part in this. Irish 
historical interpretation has too often been cramped into a strict literary mode; the 
narrative drive has ruthlessly eroded awkward elisions. There are ascertainable facts 
and progressions, often unexpected; and there is a history beyond received narrative 
conditioning.. .There are other models, tales within tales, which might allow more 
room for alternative truths and uncomfortable speculations...*^

The preceding discussion is not intended to be a comprehensive exploration o f Irish 

historiography, which is far beyond the scope o f this study. Historians Lee,** Foster*^ and Bartlett 

have all produced excellent studies that consider these ideas in greater depth. However, the 

preceding is intended to reinforce the notion that the understanding o f Irish history and identity are 

more complex and multilayered than some traditional narratives have presented, that silences can 

be as significant to understanding culture as the manifest, that individual identity is contingent on 

the cultural environment and recognition and that culture and history are interweaving, contextually 

dependent and open to revision and creation.

1.3.2 Recent Demographic Change

With a wider range of goods now available to be flaunted, petty personal rivalries 
could flourish at every level over a variety of consumer goods, from clothes to cares, 
to other consumer durables, to foreign holidays. Begrudgery now had a wider range of 
grievances on which to fester. The number o f small institutions grew, both in the 
public and the private sectors, reproducing the circumstances that fostered the spread 
o f envy and jealousy among shrivelled personalities. The number and aggressiveness 
o f vested interests, whether within the expanded state sector, or outside it, grew 
appreciably. Pressure groups became, if  not more insidious, certainly more blatant, 
expressing their demands more stridently, more self-righteously, more avariciously, as 
they launched demand after demand for ‘our’ money from a growing but ineffectual 
state.

-Joe Lee, Ireland 1912-1985 (writing about Ireland in the 60s and 70s)

The economic changes o f the past decades have left many legacies to the people o f  Ireland, 

not all o f them positive. For example, critic and commentator Fintan O ’Toole has argued that while 

Ireland became rich, the people did not.®' During this period o f financial excess social inequality 

increased. Another natural consequence o f economic change in the era o f global capital and 

labour has been rising levels o f immigration and one o f the most significant ramifications o f this 

period may be the numbers o f people who have arrived in Ireland from the European Union,

R.F. Foster, The Irish Story: Telling Tales and Making It up in Ireland (Oxford University Press, 2001), 21.
** Lee.

Foster, Modern Ireland 1600-1972.
Bartlett.
Fintan OToole, Ship o f  Fools : How Stupidity and Corruption K illed the Celtic Tiger (London: Faber, 

2009), 92.
Kuhling and Keohane, ] 6.

23



European accession nations and the rest o f  the world. The O ECD  found in 2008 that the Irish 

governm ent could do little to stop m igration flows due to the free m ovem ent betw een Ireland and 

m ost o ther EU countries.®^ The categories o f  those arriving in Ireland to work include im m igrants, 

guest w orkers, asylum  seekers, refiigees, sojourners. D iversity has suddenly becom e unrem arkable, 

w here a few  short years ago it w as deem ed novel. A t the same tim e as diversity has becom e 

unexceptional in Ireland, the form erly cornm on-sense notions o f  national identity, culture and 

Irishness have changed for som e, and are in the process o f  changing for others.

Som e o f  the statistics o f  the dem ographic change in recent years are breathtaking. Indeed, 

the population o f  the Irish R epublic has increased over the past decade at a rate not seen since the 

m id-nineteenth century and the population has risen to over 4 .1 m illion for the first tim e since the 

end o f  the Fam ine. The 2006 G eneral Census Report found that one in ten o f  the population o f  the 

R epublic o f  Ireland arrived in the country w ithin the last five years. In excess o f  100,000 people 

living in Ireland in 2007 w ere originally from  Eastern and Central Europe, with 150,000 o f  these 

from  Poland, m aking Poles the largest ethnic minority, follow ed by 60,000 Chinese.'^'* Im m igration 

has changed tow ns and cities across the Ireland in a relatively short period. Indeed, w ithin the past 

decade, the country has changed from  a place o f  em igration, to a place o f  im m igration, and with 

unexpected haste, at present, becom e once again a site o f  net em igration. Expected “m igratory 

outflow s” w ere now  predicted to be 70,000 in the year ending April 2010 and 50,000 in the year 

ending April 2011.^^ It was supposed to be different. Projections w ere that Ireland would have a 

population o f  one m illion foreign bom  persons by 2036 and have a higher percentage o f  im m igrant 

population than such established high im m igration destinations such as Sweden, United States, 

G erm any and Austria.®® The population o f  under-15s was projected to have doubled by 2016 to 1.5 

million. However, the past three years have seen the m ajor disruptions in the Irish econom y and 

these projections m ust now be view ed in a different light.

Oecd Economic Surveys: Ireland 2008, (Organisation for economic co-operation and development, 2008), 
100 .

Bartlett, 546.
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The variety o f factors and suddenness o f change demonstrate clearly that Ireland has 

undergone exceptionally significant change in migration patterns and, at the time o f writing, 

significant economic changes will undoubtedly create more factors to consider when trying to gain 

a perspective on Ireland’s recent history. The largest policy challenge identified by the OECD is the 

uncertainty surrounding the number o f migrants and the consequences o f a worsening jobs 

market.^’ Up to very recently, the majority o f immigrants have been young and employed, they 

have not been a drain on the public purse, welfare system or social services. As Bartlett notes, the 

implications of these massive levels o f  immigration in terms o f Irish social, educational and 

welfare policies were scarcely realised at the time.^* These implications will become more apparent 

as the age o f austerity demands that institutions provide for greater diversity with fewer resources.

1.3.3 New Irish Identities

We may see here the demise o f the influence o f grand, ascribed social identities in the 
way contemporary Irish people see and understand themselves. Churches and nations 
are constructed rather than imagined communities. They are dependent on getting 
people to think o f themselves as Catholic and Irish...Perhaps it is only when culture 
becomes unsettled, when the routine and ordinariness o f everyday life are threatened, 
that ascribed social identities come to the fore. Otherwise they remain hidden beneath 
the surface o f social life, only coming to mind and finding expression in response to 
specific prompts.^®

What constitutes Irish identity in the twenty-first century is different to what may have 

been proposed as “Irish” in the 1920s or the 1950s. Irishness is now, according to Inglis, a series o f 

cultural representations that are constructed and chosen as part o f  a personal identity which is 

broadly an act o f identification with a multitude o f available cultural representations, practices and 

lifestyles.'*’® A residue o f previous identifications remain and various cultural guardians, the 

Church, GAA and State maintain practices from which Irish difference emerges. As an example, 

increased diversity is corresponding with a current trend in Irish culture as a whole that sees 

Catholic religiosity in decline. According to Inglis, an increasing number o f Irish Catholics are 

becoming spiritually and morally detached from the institutional Church.'®' The decline has been 

particularly dramatic since the mid-1990s and has been perhaps exacerbated by the exposure o f

OecdEconomic Surveys: Ireland2008, 115.
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Tom Inglis, "Catholic Identity in Contemporary Ireland: B elief and Belonging to Tradition," Journal o f  
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clerical abuse and attempts to cover the issue up by some members o f the Church Hierarchy. Being 

Catholic no longer permeates everyday life as it did a generation ago, but in spite o f the process o f 

dein stitu tio n a lisa tio n ,cu ltu ra l Catholics still see and understand themselves as Catholics, have a 

strong sense of belonging and loyalty to a Catholic heritage. However, the identity has moved from 

the public to the private sphere and involvement is declining.'®^ Irish Catholics are still bom  into 

the Church, baptised and socialised into its beliefs and practices. The majority o f children attend 

Catholic primary schools where they have their First Holy Communion and Confirmation as the 

majority o f Irish schools remain under the ownership and management o f the Catholic Church and 

currently 90% of primary schools are under its trusteeship.

The data presents a compelling case for the fact o f  cultural and demographic change, but 

cannot encompass the personal or social impact on the psychology o f individuals in the midst o f 

such socio-economic fluctuation. The dualism at the heart o f this period o f transition is revealed as 

the conflict between tradition and change becomes apparent. Core values, beliefs and myths are 

challenged by diversity as it presents itself through migration patterns, mass media, travel and other 

characteristics o f modernity. These factors influence culture and it becomes apparent that wider 

forces, beyond the control o f the local community or individual, influence thought and action. 

These challenges demand responses that are nuanced and inclusive. According to the American 

sociologist C. Wright Mills, the sociological imagination encourages one to reflect on the wider 

context o f one’s personal circumstances: “Is much perspicacity needed to understand that when 

changes occur in people’s mode o f life, in their social relations or system, there will also be 

changes in their ideas and outlooks and conceptions - in a word that their consciousness will 

change.” '®"* It may be taken as given that the changes that have occurred in recent years will have 

psychological consequences such as culture shock for many people, including Irish citizens, 

immigrants and emigrants. How new values and identities are created and developed requires a 

renegotiation o f human values in creative dialogue with others in a discussion that incorporates the 

past and recognises multiple possible identities. The creation o f new forms o f culture and identities 

requires a dialogue about values and identity.

Inglis, "Catholic Identity in Contemporary Ireland: Belief and Belonging to Tradition." 
'03 Ibid.

C. Wright Mills, The Marxists, Pelican Books. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1963), 64.
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The following extract from Ulysses illustrates the tenuous link between inclusiveness and 

nationality as Leopold Bloom proclaims his Irishness as founded in his citizenship, the place o f his 

birth. Bloom also illuminates the difficulty in defining identity or nationhood:

— Persecution, says he, all the history o f  the world is fu ll  o f  it. Perpetuating
national hatred among nations.
— But do you know what a nation means? says John Wyse.
— Yes, says Bloom.
— What is it? says John Wyse.
— A nation? says Bloom. A nation is the same people living in the same place.
— By God, then, says Ned, laughing, i f  that's so I'm a nation fo r  I'm living in the
same place fo r  the past five  years.
So o f  course everyone had a laugh at Bloom and says he, tiying to muck out o f  it:
— Or also living in different places.
— That covers my case, says Joe.
— What is your nation i f  I  may ask? says the citizen.
— Ireland, says Bloom. I  was born here. Ireland.

In the above extract Bloom puts his finger on the multifarious nature o f identity that are tightly 

bound with factors such as personal and cultural identifications, place o f birth and place of 

residence.

1.4 N ationhood, C itizenship and Identity Form ation: Sleepw alking to Segregation?'®^

The impact o f immigration is multigenerational and successful integration o f new arrivals 

is essential for ensuring social cohesion in host countries. Failure to act or respond sensitively or 

decisively to demographic change will possibly have consequences for generations and the concern 

is that despite a rhetoric o f social and economic inclusion, Ireland remains a deeply stratified 

society. Furthermore, there is a concern that longstanding social inequalities will be cemented and 

new strata o f immigrant inequalities added. United States, Australia, France, UK and Canada, all 

have histories o f immigration and a concomitant variety o f languages, religious practices and 

cultures rubbing shoulders in their urban areas, schools and workplaces. However, each o f these 

multicultural nations has experienced racial or cultural conflicts with either indigenous minority 

communities or with immigrant populations in recent years. In the mix o f all o f these conflicts are 

questions o f identity, belonging and recognition, power relations and inequality and other factors. 

However, what constitutes the State and its relation to those living within its borders is in all ways 

a factor to be accounted for when considering a definition o f identity.

How new values and socio-economic and cultural conditions develop out o f historical 

understandings to influence the lives of ordinary men, women and children and how the lives of

Joyce and Kiberd, Ulysses.
R. Race, Multiculturalism and Education (Continuum, 2011), Chapter 3.
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ordinary people are circumscribed by and vulnerable to larger forces against which they are often at 

mercy is apparent to those who work with marginalised individuals and communities. 

Bureaucracies and the classificatory and instrumental thinking they produce can have devastating 

consequences:

Bureaucracies are archetypically concerned with classification and sorting human 
beings. The legal systems o f the nation-state distinguish between citizens and non
citizens. Administrative categories detennine the entitlement o f people to welfare, 
education and health care. Ideas about race and ethnicity continue to circumscribe the 
lives o f human beings.'®^

Lee wrote in 1989 about the socio-cultural and political capitals that are allowed to reproduce as a

result o f mass emigration and one may argue a similar set o f circumstances are now, again,

prevalent:

The dispersal o f  the surplus children whose claims could not be allowed to interfere 
with the enjoyment by the possessor class o f their enhanced status, offers the single 
most eloquent commentary on the values o f the society. Parents may, as individuals, 
have sought to provide fairly between their children. But they were essentially 
collaborators in the socio-economic system that decreed mass emigration and national 
population decline as prerequisites for the comfort o f the survivors.

These quotes indicate that there is much that can be gleaned from what is not said and what 

is not recognised by public discourse and State policy. Furthermore, Lee’s insight has been invested 

with added significance in recent years with the levels o f  debt, unemployment and emigration that 

are again being passed on to the youth o f Ireland. For example, Ireland’s official policy on 

immigration, when in its early stages, was marked by non-intervention or interventions and 

initiatives introduced on a piecemeal b a s i s . T h e  charge has been levelled that Irish policy

making in general is centralised, fragmented, secretive and ad hoc in p r a c t i c e . ' I n  1989, Joe Lee 

argued that Irish policy thinking since Independence has been limited by tunnel thinking 

encouraged by the tunnel structure o f government departments, resulting in a lack o f co-ordination 

o f policy between departments. Sugrue has found that a consequence o f agency proliferation in 

Ireland is an absence o f a coherent national research policy and priority .'" Consequently, thinking 

tends to be sectoral which has resulted in a highly fragmented decision-making system ."^ As a

Fanning, U.
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consequence, o f bureaucratic structures and agency proliferation, the responses to iinmigration in 

Ireland have been characterised by a lack o f coordination between the main statutory actors. Prior 

to 2007, several government departments held a brief in relation to immigration and social 

inclusion policies with each department responsible for deciding which rights, benefits, and 

services were to be made available to different categories o f people. As a result, in the past fifteen 

years an array o f legislation has been instituted to address the changing landscape regarding 

migration and immigration in Ireland; Refugee Act 1996; Immigration Acts 1999, 2003, 2004; 

Illegal Immigrants Trafficking Act 2000; Employment Permits Act 2003 and 2006. An attempt to 

synthesise and codify many o f the disparate instruments and administrative practices in order to 

present coherent managed immigration and asylum policies has been published under the 

Immigration, Residence and Protection Bill in January 2007."^ This more coherent approach led 

the ESRI Report Adapting to Diversity^^'^ to argue that Irish immigration policy has now entered a 

new phase, one characterised by a longer term perspective and a growing concern for policy 

development towards integration. A recognition o f the fact that a holistic approach is needed in 

relation to the integration o f migrants has been tempered by more recent public spending cuts."^ It 

is argued here that a reified notion of what constitutes a nation or culture is at the heart of 

discrimination or exclusionary tendencies and the Irish State’s legislative approach to citizenship in 

the past fifteen years demonstrates that citizenship is a contested concept and that some o f its 

actions have been deliberately exclusionary, making explicit the fact that one’s nationality can be 

detennined by an accident o f history or an act o f legislation.

Hofstede writes; “Nations should not be confused with societies. Nations developed as a result 

o f colonialism and nationhood is a relatively recent phenomenon, while societies have developed 

organically as forms o f social organisation.” "^ Citizenship is currently the basis o f  freedoms as 

understood in most democratic nation states and is conferred or revoked by governments and 

legislators. The ways Irish society and policy makers have responded to demographic change in the 

past decade has resulted in an ad hoc and incoherent response to immigration and it has become

Emma Quinn and Economic and Social Research Institute., Handbook on Immigration and Asylum in 
Ireland 2007 (Dublin; Economic and Social Research Institute, 2008), 21-22.
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clear that citizenship based on nationality is negotiable, open to revision and determined by 

political contingency.

The hierarchical discourse o f belonging and language o f exclusion surrounding 

immigration in Ireland demonstrates a deficit perspective. For example, the blanket term “non

national” , and the axiomatic distinction and exclusion from ‘nationals’ has been ubiquitously 

present in the Irish public and media and eventually entered legislation with the Irish Nationality 

and Citizenship Act (2001). This Act removed the tenn ‘alien’ and replaced it with ‘non-national’ 

as the term for non-citizens. The assumption that someone is a wow-national rather than from a 

different nation or an immigrant indicates the nature o f the perspective and the discourse. While 

alien has its own distasteful connotations, the ‘national/non-national’ dualism structured debates 

about belonging within Irish society with reference to ideological accounts o f an imagined or 

assumed Irish mono-cultural past. The nomenclature is indicative o f a deficit view o f migrants in 

Ireland with tenns such as outsiders, “asylum seeker”, and “non-national” or refugee applied as 

shorthand for foreign, sometimes irrespective o f actual status.

1.4.1 Irish Citizenship: do you know what a nation means?

In 1998, following the Belfast Agreement and multi-party negotiations in Northern Ireland, 

a revised Article 2 was inserted into the Irish Constitution affirming the entitlement o f anyone bom 

within the ‘island o f Ireland’ to Irish citizenship. A revised Article 3 proclaimed the state’s desire to 

recognise the ‘diversity o f identities and traditions on the island o f Ireland’. T h i s  was a response 

to the historic political and socio-cultural change o f the Belfast Agreement and the subsequent 

constitutional changes that took place between Northern Ireland, the Republic and the UK. This 

period o f reconciliation and agreement coincided with increasing immigration into the island o f 

Ireland. This concurrence o f historical circumstance and cultural change produced constitutional 

change and led to significant changes in the definition o f citizenship and in the legal protections 

afforded to migrant families within the State."* In response to increasing immigration the British 

and Irish governments responded to controversy relating to the birth o f children to “non-nationals” 

by issuing an interpretive declaration, stating that the 1998 Belfast Agreement was not intended to 

extend birthright citizenship to the children o f undocumented migrants, while assuring that

Siobhan Mullally, "Citizenship and Family Life in Ireland: Asking the Question 'Who Belongs'?," Legal 
Studies 25, no. 4 (2005).
” 8 Ibid.
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exceptions would be made for children bom  ‘on the island o f Ireland’ to British national parents. 

The Irish Supreme Court described the previous arrangement as an “accident o f history” and 

ensured that the moment o f  inclusion that recognised all diversity was short-lived.''^ As a result of 

such decisions, a hierarchy o f belonging has developed in Ireland and Brian Fanning writes that, in 

twenty-first-century Ireland there is a growing disjuncture between citizenship and actual social 

membership. Fanning finds gradations o f rights between citizens and non-citizens have emerged, 

where citizenship becomes not just a set o f rights, but also a mechanism for e x c l u s i o n . A s  an 

example. The Citizenship Act which was passed after referendum in June 2004, states that 

citizenship would cease to be a constitutional right and it is now no longer possible to guarantee 

that all persons bom  in Ireland have a right to automatic citizenship. Today, a constitutional right to 

citizenship still exists for anyone who is both', bom on the island of Ireland (including its islands 

and seas) and  bom to at least one parent who is, or is entitled to be, an Irish citizen. The 

consequence o f this is that Bloom’s statement o f belonging “Ireland, ... 1 was born here. Ireland. ”, 

is not a guarantee in the Republic o f the twenty-first century.

Another example o f the bureaucratic response to cultural change identified above is 

illuminated here. In June 2007, an office was created and appointed a Minister for Integration 

based across three departments: the Department o f  Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs; 

Department of Education and Science; Department o f  Justice, Equality and Law Reform. Its first 

publication, a statement on integration and diversity management. Migration Nation, was published 

in May 2008. When one looks for the publication one is directed to a Diversity Ireland website with 

the following announcement: “The tenn o f office o f the Strategic Monitoring Group overseeing the 

implementation o f the National Action Plan Against Racism ceased at the end o f December 

2008.” '- ' Furtherm ore, the NCCRI National C onsultative Committee on Racism and 

Interculturalism closed, effective from end o f December 2008, as a result o f Govemment budget 

cutbacks. A third example o f the State response to demands o f immigration and change is the case 

o f the Combat Poverty Agency. This agency was established under the Combat Poverty Agency Act 

1986, which set out our four general ftinctions: policy advice, project support and innovation, 

research and public education with the purpose o f increasing awareness o f poverty in Ireland and to

I'Mbid.
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find solutions to the problem of poverty and social exclusion. In similar circumstances to the 

NCCRl, on 1 July 2009 the Combat Poverty Agency was integrated with the Office for Social 

Inclusion to form the Social Inclusion Division within the Department of Social and Family 

Affairs. All of these agencies were formed to advocate on behalf of the most marginalised in Irish 

society and all agencies were among the first to face cuts and closure as economic circumstances 

worsened. A similar response was felt in schools across the country as students learning English as 

a second language and special needs students were among the first to suffer a loss of support after 

2008. These decisions may be viewed as exigent and unique responses to unprecedented crisis, but 

also, perhaps more correctly, as rooted in a history and culture of inequality and the presence of a 

hierarchy of belonging and a history of ad hoc and tunnel vision decision-making. As a result, for 

the moment, bureaucratic categories and distinctions between citizens and Others continue to 

circumscribe the lives of already marginalised human beings.

The only conclusion that be reached here is that Ireland’s immigration policy has given 

minimal attention to the reception and integration of newcomers. Failure to develop a more 

inclusive approach may jeopardise not only the current generation of immigrants, but will have a 

detrimental impact on future generations. Intergenerational marginalisation and the peipetuation 

inequalities is already established among some groups and populations on the island. When 

considering theses pre-existing inequalities, a recognition dawns that the discourse of diversity is 

not the same as a discourse of equality and it becomes apparent how inequality and marginalisation 

become ingrained, normative and reproduced. The recognition of diversity as a fact and even a 

‘good’ must be supported by policy that infonns, directs and supports practice. This has not been 

the case in Ireland. This analysis is mainly critical in its focus largely because successive Irish 

governments and relevant departments have failed to construct a systematic immigration or 

integration policy since Ireland statistically became a country of net immigration in 1996. It is also 

critical because the lack of an integration policy has meant a laissez-faire approach to integration 

with the responsibility for action in response to increased immigration consigned to immigrant and 

indigenous individuals, families, and schools and volunteer and non-governmental organisations. 

This may have positive benefits for some, and may encourage community involvement and active

Fanning, 11.
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citizenship,'-^ it also consigns others to a de facto  segregation and exclusion. It can only be 

concluded that a question mark must be placed over State recognition and policy support for an 

active engagement with diversity and equality when those already on the margins are further 

marginalised. John W. Berry has found that there are general orientations a society and its citizens 

may have towards immigration and pluralism. Some societies are accepting o f cultural pluralism 

and from immigration and take steps to support cultural diversity as a shared communal resource; 

this position represents a positive multicultural ideology. Others seek to eliminate diversity through 

policies and programmes of assimilation, while others attempt to segregate or marginalise diverse 

populations in their societies. Berry finds that policy changes must take place at explicitly national 

level for an integration strategy such as acculturation to be pursued effectively.'^'*

Irish State responses to diversity seem to demonstrate a failure to effectively respond to 

cultural change with a multicultural ideology, as identified by John W. Berry. A multicultural 

ideology is an explicit acceptance o f the positive value associated with cultural d iv e r s i ty .B e r ry ’s 

idea is that actions in response to diversity must have a coherent policy and practice as the criterion 

for positive change: the development o f a morally and ethically grounded theory, policy and 

practice that has at it core a respect for diversity.

1.5 M ulticulturalism , Ethnocentrism  and Form s o f Prejudice: M odes o f  A cculturation

My fa ther says we have nothing to w o n y  about because we are the new Irish. Partly 
from  Ireland and partly from  somewhere else, half-lrish and half-German. We ’re the 
speckled people, he says, the ‘brack’ people, which is a word from  the Irish language, 
from  the Gaelic as they sometimes call it. My fa ther was a school teacher once before 
he became an engineer and breac is a word, he explains, that the Irish people brought 
with them when they were crossing over into the English language. It means speckled, 
dappled, flecked, spotted, coloured. A trout is brack and so is a speckled horse.

- Hugo Hamilton, The Speckled People 

As a word multiculturalism is a relatively recent addition to the OED, making its first 

appearance in the late 1950s and early 60s. The subject o f multiculturalism became prominent in 

countries such as Canada, United States, the U.K. and Australia since the 1970s and other 

countries, including Ireland, more recently. Multiculturalism has been broadly defined as a range o f 

ideas and practices that are a response to racial, ethnic and cultural diversity. It is viewed as a

See: Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone : The Collapse and Revival o f American Community (London: 
Simon & Schuster, 2001).
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social, intellectual and moral movement that has had an enormous impact on psychology.'^® 

Multiculturalism may also refer to a situation where a society accepts the variety o f all ethnic and 

cultural groups and is prepared to maintain and accept the participation o f all groups in the larger 

social entity. The word has also been employed synonymously with diversity to include aspects of 

identity stemming from gender, age, sexual orientation, disability, socioeconomic status.

The foremost example o f multiculturalism and the State is perhaps the moment in 1971 

when Canada became the first country in the world to officially adopt multiculturalism as a policy, 

and referred to the ongoing relationship between Canada and Canadians as constituted in dialogue, 

rather than theory, as the “virtue of multiculturalism”.'^* This indicates that it cannot be assumed 

that the creation of policy is enough to develop a functioning multiculturalism, as it misunderstands 

the concept as static, rather than as process. For example, in Canada French-speaking Quebecois 

have sought recognition as a “distinct society” within the overwhelmingly Anglophone majority. 

Two bitter referenda have been fought and, while attempts to secede have failed, there remains a 

large number o f Francophone Quebecois who are unhappy with the Federal arrangement and 

animosities between Quebec and the rest o f Canada fester. By ensuring the rights of Quebecois to 

pursue their language and culture, the Canadian federal government has had to deal with the 

unintended consequences of their multicultural policies as a separate Francophone identity has 

developed and been reinforced. This example indicates that even when thought-out strategies and a 

multicultural ideology are put in place, the complexity and reality o f politics and history intrude. 

Critics o f  multiculturalism such as Bissoondath argue that, as an agent o f  change designed for a 

‘new’ Canada, multiculturalism has failed: “Without a change in focus and practice, it is unlikely to 

ever coalesce into the centre - distinct and firm and recognisable Canadian - we so desperately 

need.” '^  ̂ Some other critics o f  multiculturalism see it as a failure because they claim it reifies or 

freezes individuals as members o f a culture that must be ‘recognised’ as such. Eagleton writes 

about the cultural identification that links the development o f personal identity to universal human 

connectedness beyond identity politics and demands for recognition;

Blaine J. Powers and Barbara J. Davidov, "The Virtue of Multiculturalism: Personal Transformation, 
Character, and Openness to the Other," American Psychologist 61, no. 6 (2006).

"Guidelines on Multicultural Education, Training, Research, Practice, and Organizational Change for 
Psychologists," American Psychologist 58, no. 5 (2003).

S.J. Tiemey, Multiculturalism and the Canadian Constitution (UBC Press, 2011), 56.
Neil Bissoondath, Selling Illusions : The Cult o f Multiculturalism in Canada, Rev. and updated, ed. 

(Toronto: Penguin, 2002), 71.
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The most uninspiring kind o f identity politics are those which claim that an already 
fully fledged identity is being repressed by others. The more inspiring forms are those 
in which you lay claim to an equality with others in being free to determine what you 
might wish to become. Any authentic affinnation o f difference thus has a universal 
dimension.'^®

In one sense, multiculturalism contravenes the attempt to recognise that people are internally 

conflicted over aspects o f their own personality or identity or that cultures themselves are internally 

conflicted as identified previously here. In another sense, it recognises identity as a process o f 

becoming.

While Canada has pursued a multicultural policy, France has promoted an assimilationist 

doctrine, where citizenship is based on principles o f liberty, equality and fraternity. In France one is 

French or foreign. France has been a destination o f immigrants for hundreds o f years, but it was in 

the post-war years that immigration reached significant levels and has continued to be an 

immigration destination. While it is beyond the scope o f this study to go into depth in discussion of 

the reasons, policies and responses to immigration in France, ineffective integration o f immigrant 

populations in France has resulted in fragmentation and ghettoisation o f immigrants in the 

banlieiies of Paris and other French cities. The French case highlights the importance o f making a 

distinction between integration and assimilation, the fornier defined in tenns o f being able to 

participate fully in society and the latter, which requires the surrender o f  cultural distinctiveness as 

the cost o f social membership.'^' France’s policy o f assimilation has not developed social or 

cultural integration.

Two nation-state examples o f responses to diversity are represented by the cultural mosaic 

o f multiculturalism as promoted by Canadian governments and the French assimilationist model of 

immigration. Canada has detenninedly pursued a policy o f multiculturalism over an extended 

period. On the other hand, France has pursued a policy o f assimilation for over half a century. Both 

nations experience cultural and ethnic conflict in spite o f their policies. These examples are 

included here to illuminate the fact that trying to get it right in cultural matters is no straightforward 

task and that good intentions are not enough in attending to such a complex phenomenon as 

cultural change in response to diversity, which is often accompanied by misunderstandings, 

resistances and societal conflicts. However, by learning from the experience o f countries that have 

been a destination o f iinmigration for much longer than Ireland, one may see that differing

'30 Eagleton, 66.
Fanning, 237.
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approaches offer different lessons for the articulation of policy, legislation and the creation o f social 

accommodations. Thinking in cultural matters must take into account the successes and failures 

identified in other nations and societies by recognising that employing multiculturalism as a 

buzzword or shorthand for diversity does not make for a multicultural society. Indeed, there has 

been sustained criticism o f the multicultural model in countries such as Britain and the 

Netherlands, with a belief that such societies have become multicultural but not intercultural and 

that multiculturalism may itself be a factor explaining cultural confusion.

The conclusion is that the mere presence o f rhetoric does not cultivate practice. Another 

insight from international experiences is that although cultural diversity and multiculturalism are 

widespread, the particularities o f the experience vary due to social, economic, historical, racial and 

ethnic differences across and within nations themselves. Indeed, one might identify different 

multiculturalisms. Two contrasting approaches to multiculturalism have been identified by Sen. 

One celebrates diversity as a value in itself by promoting isolation o f any group or individual in 

society and a singular-affiliation view o f human beings. The other celebrates reason and freedom to 

choose above cultural diversity by encouraging interaction, and viewing people as multi- 

i d e n t i t i e d . T h e  latter perspective represents a view that one can comfortably accept different 

identities as a norni, rather than a perception that one is somehow inauthentic to some core 

construction o f identity when celebrating or valuing some other aspects o f one’s identity. This is 

broadly in line with the argument in the preceding sections that finds that historically rooted 

conceptions o f Irishness and o f personal identity have changed over time and indeed are in the 

process o f changing.

Political philosopher, Joseph Raz, argues that the problem with multiculturalism is the fact 

that it gives rise to the attempt to combine the truth o f universalism with the truth in particularism. 

However, he finds its value in the way that multiculturalism brings with it a new way o f conceiving 

an old truth. He argues that it promotes a sensitivity and that warns against the dangers of 

understanding the universal in terms o f oneself As a consequence, he argues that multiculturalism 

involves a change in attitudes and in the ways we understand and think o f our societies.'^'* The 

ethical challenge is a concern for the wellbeing and dignity o f people that includes the creation o f a

Christian Joppke, "The Retreat of Multiculturalism in the Liberal State: Theory and Policy 1," The British 
Journal o f Sociology 55, no. 2 (2004).

Amartya Kumar Sen, Identity and Violence : The Illusion o f Destiny (London: Allen Lane, 2006).
Raz Joseph, "Multiculturalism," Ratio Juris 11, no. 3 (1998).
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common culture which is necessary for a political society -  a sensibility which takes seriously the 

otherness o f the other, a sensibility which stops one group from forcing its ways on another.

There is a need to explore the boundaries between the groups and individuals who are the 

constituents o f the models o f integration/assimilation. An understanding has emerged that in 

nations o f immigration, a ‘melting pot’ does not melt and that ethnic divisions get reproduced from 

one generation to the next. The key question that arises is: how can a nation state develop the 

sensitivity to nurture a multicultural ideology that recognises cultural change as a process? Berry 

has written that integration o f this sort can only be pursued in societies that are explicitly 

multicultural, in which certain psychological pre-conditions are established. These pre-conditions 

are the widespread acceptance o f the value to a society o f cultural diversity, relatively low levels o f 

prejudice, positive mutual attitudes among cultural groups and a sense o f attachment to, or 

identification with the larger society by all g r o u p s . S o c i e t i e s  that are supportive of cultural 

pluralism (a positive multicultural ideology) provide a more positive settlement context in two 

ways: they are less likely to enforce cultural change (assimilation) or exclusion (segregation and 

marginalization) o f immigrants; and they are more likely to provide social support both from the 

institutions o f the larger society (culturally sensitive health care, and multicultural curricula in 

schools), and from the continuing and evolving ethnocultural communities that usually make up 

pluralistic societies. A multicultural ideology requires critique, reflection and ethical actions and 

does not demand outright relativism and the rejection o f the received culture. Raz calls for the 

rejection o f the failings o f one’s culture, not its essences. Understanding and sensitivity are 

required, but to do more than understand others, self-understanding and critique are essential to 

recognise that a particular culture is not the epitome o f human achievement. This insight has been 

available to humans for centuries and recognising that any culture is a necessarily imperfect 

manifestation o f the human spirit has been identified by artists such as Shelley in Ozymandias or 

Achebe when he states: “Wherever something stands, something else will stand beside it.” These 

arguments are against ethnocentrism and for a multicultural ideology that sensitises one to diversity 

and recognition through dialogue.

The anthesis o f a multicultural ideology and openness to diversity is ethnocentrism and 

cultural encapsulation. Ethnocentrism is the tendency to judge other cultures from the standpoint o f

John W. Berry, "Immigration, Acculturation, and Adaptation," A pp lied  P sychology A6, no. 1 (1997): 11.
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one's own culture and to have the viewpoint that one's own group is the centre of everything, a gold 

standard against which all other groups are judged. This is why people find it difficult to agree with 

some ideas and behaviours o f those who belong to a different culture and are therefore inclined to 

criticise or become alienated or marginalised. Ethnocentrism leads to misunderstanding others: 

people falsely distort what is meaningful and ftinctional to other people without trying to 

understand that their actions and thoughts have specific cultural meanings. An awareness of 

ethnocentrism calls on one to suspend judgment when dealing with groups or societies different 

from one’s own. It suggests that one consider other points of view before applying the norms o f 

one person, group or society to another. Possessing information about the nature o f the cultural 

differences between societies, their roots, and their consequences should precede judgment and 

action.'^® Ethnocentrism is homologous with the concept of cultural encapsulation. Cultural 

encapsulation was introduced to the field o f counselling and therapy by Gilbert Wrenn who 

described counsellors as “culturally encapsulated” when:

(i) Reality is defined according to one set o f  cultural assumptions and stereotypes 
that become more important than the real world;

(ii) Insensitivity develops to cultural variations and individuals assume a dogmatic 
view o f the only real or legitimate universal notion o f truth;

(iii) I f  other viewpoints are not evaluated, there is not responsibility to 
accommodate or interpret the behaviours o f others by reasonable proof or 
rational consistency;

(iv) There is no conceptual framework and quick and simple remedies are sought;
(v) Everyone is judged from the point o f one’s self-reference criteria.

Pedersen has developed W renn’s work and develops ten specific examples o f cultural 

encapsulation by Western-trained counsellors.'^^ Therefore, avoiding ethnocentrism is a 

precondition for developing a multicultural ideology by raising self-awareness, testing assumptions 

and fostering a more inclusive cultural perspective. These steps are necessary to avoid racism and 

prejudice, either direct or indirect.

Gordon Allport’s The Nature o f  Prejudice defined prejudice as “ ...an attitude o f favour or 

disfavour...” that is “ ...related to an overgeneralized (and therefore erroneous) belief...” that 

enables exploitation and scapegoating.'^^ Racism is a function o f prejudice and may be defined as

Hofstede, Cultures and Organizations : Software o f the Mind : Intercultural Cooperation and Its 
Importance for Survival, 46.

C.G Wrenn, Afterword: The Culturally Encapsulated Counselor revisited in Paul Pedersen, Handbook o f  
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prejudice plus power. Racism describes the ways in which racist ideologies and beliefs function as 

a mechanism for demarcating defined groups in ways which legitimise their marginalisation or 

social exclusion, whereby specific groups are ‘constructed’ as a ‘type’ with reference to a limited 

number o f physical and cultural c h a ra c te r is t ic s .R a c is m  can take many forms, but one that is 

relevant to this study is institutional racism, which has been defined as the collective failure o f  an 

organisation to provide an appropriate and professional service to people because o f their colour, 

culture, or ethnic origin. It can be seen or detected in processes, attitudes and behaviours which 

amount to discrimination through unwitting prejudice, ignorance, thoughtlessness and racist 

stereotyping which disadvantage minority ethnic people.

The actions and outcomes o f prejudice and racism demonstrate the consequences o f a 

limited view o f the humanity o f others by restricting their boundaries, be they social, cultural, 

organisational or psychological. To counter racism and prejudice by countering one’s own 

ethnocentrism by challenging inherited boundaries and borders is an inherently difficult and fraught 

experience. Crossing or meeting at boundaries or borders is sometimes a threatening and difficult 

experience for individuals or groups to overcome. The threat, the process and the outcome of 

facing the cultural difference is tenTied culture shock.

1.5.1 Culture Shock and Acculturation

Kalvero Oberg‘'*̂  first identified the concept of culture shock as the strain and anxiety 

resulting from contact with a new culture and the feelings o f disorientation, confusion and 

impotence that result when the old, accustomed cultural cues and social rules are challenged or 

replaced by new o n e s . C u l t u r e  shock is a normal part o f  cross-cultural transition, which often 

manifests itself in psychological or physiological symptoms of stress.'"'"' The resultant stress may 

be considered both a challenge related to personal growth, development and learning, in the sense 

o f ‘travel broadens the m ind’, but also, when accompanied by maladaptations or inhamionious 

experiences, it can be mentally or physically damaging. The term was originally coined by Oberg 

to refer to the anxiety resulting from the loss o f one’s sense o f certainty regarding when and how to

Fanning, 12.
William M acPherson o f Cluny and Great Britain. Home Office., The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry : Report 
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do “the right thing.” '"*̂  Being in a famihar culture has been described as being like a fish in water,

so the anxiety o f being in a different or new culture may be likened to being a fish out o f water

with the floundering that implies. The consequential uncertainty has elements o f emotional,

psychological, behavioural, cognitive and physiological affect.'^® The complex nexus of feelings

and thoughts caused by cultural misunderstanding is effectively explored in the following extract

from the novel What is the What. This book tells the story o f Valentino Achak Deng, a Sudanese

“Lost Boy”, trying to make a new life for him self in America. The extract highlights the complex

and bewildering emotions experienced in culturally confusing circumstances.

It is a strange thing, I realize, but what I think at this moment is that I want to be back 
in Kakuma. In Kakuma there was no rain, the winds blew nine months a year, and 
eighty thousand war refiigees from Sudan and elsewhere lived on one meal a day. But 
at this moment, when the woman is in my bedroom and the man is guarding me with 
his gun, I want to be in Kakuma, where I lived in a hut o f plastic and sandbags and 
owned one pair o f pants. I am not sure there was evil o f  this kind in the Kakuma 
refugee camp, and I want to return. Or even Pinyudo, the Ethiopian camp I lived in 
before Kakuma; there was nothing there, only one or two meals a day, but it had its 
small pleasures; I was a boy then and could forget that I was a malnourished reftigee a 
thousand miles from home. In any case, if this is punishment for the hubris o f wanting 
to leave Africa, o f harboring dreams o f college and solvency in America, I am now 
chastened and I apologize. I will return with bowed head. Why did I smile at this 
woman? I smile reflexively and it is a habit I need to break. It invites retribution. I 
have been humbled so many times since arriving that I am beginning to think someone 
is trying desperately to send me a message, and that message is “Leave this place.” '"'’

Deng longs for the life o f certainty he knew in the refugee camps o f West Africa over w'hat he has

in his apartment in the United States, where the semiotics o f a smile bring misfortune. Deng feels

distress, rejection, shame and guilt about his naivete. A traditional perspective on culture shock

would blame the individual for his failures to understand and adapt to his new culture. More

recently this perspective has been criticised for its unbalanced view as it blames miscommunication

unfairly on the newcomer (Deng’s smile above) and stigmatises those whose adjustment is deemed

unsuccessful.''** The essential outcome from the most recent research is that shock is not only felt

on the part of the newcomer or the uninitiated, but on both or all parties in a cross-cultural

exchange. Culture shock may thus vary by category and degree and may be dependent on variables

such as the sort o f  individual or group (tourist, sojourner, immigrants, refugee); the purpose, time-
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span and type  o f  in vo lvem en t; the ou tco m es on g roups p a rtic ip a tin g  in  accu ltu ra tio n  p ro ce ss  and  on 

ind iv id u al d iffe ren ce .'''^  T his is a s ig n ifican t con trib u tio n  to  the litera tu re  on cro ss-cu ltu ra l 

p sy ch o lo g y  as it re in fo rces  the idea  th a t rec ip ro c ity  and  m u tu a lity  are  invo lved  in  hum an  

in te rac tions and  dev e lo p s the u n d erstan d in g  o f  m u lticu ltu ra lism  and  id en tity  as p rocess  ra th e r  than  

fixed or u n v ary in g  concepts.

T h e  p h ases o f  cu ltu re  shock  are g en e ra lly  co nsidered  to  b e  bo th  cyc lical an d /o r seq u en tia l 

d ep en d in g  on  the ind iv idual experience. Pedersen'^® ou tlines a five ph ase  m odel o f  cu ltu re  shock:

(i) In itia l con tac t - H o neym oon  o r to u ris t phase;
(ii) F u ll im p act o f  d iffe ren ce  - T he “d is tre ss” crises o f  cu ltu ra l shock  phase; 

d is in teg ra tio n  and  w ithd raw al;
(iii) C risis: A nger, figh ting  back. F ee lings o f  hostility  and re jection . P arad o x  o f  

be long ing ;
(iv) S im ila ritie s  and d iffe rences acknow ledged . “ R e-in teg ra tio n ” ad justm en t, 

reo rien ta tio n , and  g radual reco v ery  phase;
(v) A utonom y, adap ta tion , m astery . R eso lu tion  or accu ltu ra tio n  phase. B icu ltu ra l 

o r M ulticu ltu ra l iden tity  and  co m p eten ce  in  bo th  o ld  and  new  settings.

In cases o f  cu ltu ral change, G etting  and B eauva is argue that i f  the re  is a transition  in p ro g ress , the 

person  can  m ove in any  path  th rough  the cu ltu ra l iden tifica tion  sp aces .'^ ' Iden tifica tion  w ith  one 

cu ltu re  m ay  increase , iden tifica tion  w ith  an o th er can  decrease  as the transitiona l m o d e ls  suggest, 

but it can  also  stay  the  sam e or even  increase . W hile  a tran sitio n  does no t have  to  be acco m p an ied  

by  stress, p sy ch o lo g is ts  are encou raged  to  b e  co g n isan t o f  issues re la ted  to  all d im en sio n s o f  

iden tity  and  to  rem em b er that each  ind iv idual belo n g s to /iden tifie s  w ith  a nu m b er o f  id en tities , and 

som e o f  those  iden tities in te ract w ith  each  other. In the final stage o f  the cu ltu re  shock  m ode l, the 

‘au to n o m y ’ ad ap ta tio n  becom es the ph ase  o f  accu ltu ra tion , o f  a com petence  or m aste ry  in  m ore 

than one cu ltu re  an d  fam iliarity  w ith  issues o f  m u ltip le  iden tities w ith in  and betw een  in d iv id u als  is 

recogn ised .

T he cu ltu ra l lens can  be em p lo y ed  to  p u t in to  p ersp ec tiv e  an in sigh t p rov ided  b y  H ofstede 

from  his ex ten siv e  cu ltu ra l research . H ofs tede  finds th a t the vast m ajo rity  o f  peop le  live in 

co llec tiv ist soc ie ties in  w hich  the in te rest o f  th e  g roup  p reva ils  over the in te rest o f  the ind iv idual. 

T he rem a in in g  m in o rity  live in in d iv id u alis t soc ie ties in w h ich  the in te rest o f  the  ind iv idual 

p reva ils  ov er the g r o u p . T h i s  in sigh t is p a rticu la rly  s ign ifican t to  educato rs and co u n se llo rs  in

Ward, Bochner, and Fumham.
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schools in contact with youths from other nations, but also raises the question whether some 

communities in Ireland have a strong collectivist characteristics and shines a light on the 

importance o f recognising collectivist culture in one’s practice. Conflicts can arise in cases where 

individual achievement and competition are emphasised in a society which gives priority to 

individualistically oriented outcomes. As not all cultures and families share these values and 

concepts o f progress and success, culture shock is inevitable as individuals, sometimes 

successfully, sometimes not, move between cultures. It is important to understand the basic 

differences between individualism and collectivism because these two orientations guide rather 

different paths to what constitutes achievement and success. In my experience, conflicts between 

cultures are reflected regularly in the classrooms and school as a consequence o f these cultural 

orientations. Keener awareness o f the role o f cultural influences on behaviours can enable teachers 

and counsellors to better understand the reasons for the actions and perceptions o f students in their 

classrooms.

Berry has identified the dual process o f cultural and psychological change that follows 

intercultural contact as acculturation. Cultural awareness sensitised by a multicultural ideology is 

regarded as critical to intercultural situations and interactions as a means o f overcoming 

ethnocentrism and negotiating culture shock and adaptive stress. In this way, acculturation is both 

individual and collective, process and outcome. Through studies o f countries with histories o f 

immigration reception, John W. Berry has found two consequences o f this type o f social change: 

The experience o f acculturation both by groups and individuals within groups, and the consequent 

emergence o f culturally plural s o c i e t i e s . I n  its simplest sense, acculturation covers all the 

changes that arise following contact between individuals and groups o f different cultural 

backgrounds. In other words, acculturation can be both a process and a set o f  alternative outcomes 

at both the level o f the individual psychology and the group culture. In plural societies, individuals 

and groups need to work out how to live together by adopting various strategies that will allow 

them to achieve a reasonably successful adaptation to living interculturally. The contact and change 

may be between two or more cultural groups or their individual mem bers.’ '̂* When groups of 

different cultural backgrounds and their individual members engage each other in the process o f

John W. Berry and others, "Immigrant Youth: Acculturation, Identity, and Adaptation," Applied  
Psychology 55, no. 3 (2006).

Berry, "Acculturation: Living Successfully in Two Cultures."
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individual cultural and psychological change, it is termed acculturation.'^^ According to Berry, the 

acceptance o f the value to a society o f cultural diversity and openness is an essential precondition 

to the acculturation process and in combination with relatively low levels o f prejudice 

(ethnocentrism, cultural encapsulation, racism) and a sense o f attachment to the larger society, the 

integration strategy o f acculturation becomes possible.

Mutuality in the process o f accommodation is emphasised in acculturation, and Berry 

identified the powerful role that the dominant group plays in the process o f acculturation, and 

established that both groups, dominant and non-dominant in the contact would become 

a c c u ltu ra te d .R e s e a rc h e r s  have recognised the importance o f the receiving society in the 

processes adopted by immigrants to accommodate to their new surroundings.’ ’̂ It is recognised 

that during acculturation groups o f people and individuals engage in intercultural contact which 

produces a potential for conflict, and as a result integration requires substantial negotiation to 

achieve significant improvement in intercultural relations.'^* Acculturation is a process that takes 

place over time and is possibly infinite, and its goal is integration and the ability to be in more than 

one culture comfortably. It should be noted, that the alternatives o f ethnocentrism, and cultural 

encapsulation are recognised to be insufficient o f incapable o f accommodating diversity and there 

is no possibility living in tenns o f unilateral tolerance, because “ ...the wages of the sin of 

ethnocentrism is open conflict."

The acculturation process described here is a both a factor and consequence o f cultural 

diversity and is aligned with the modem concept o f multiculturalism. This study takes the 

following from a review of the literature on multiculturalism as the foundation for developing a 

multicultural ideology:

(i) Human beings have not one identity, but multiple affiliations and associations.
The reification of one aspect o f identity above others as “real” is more likely 
to lead to conflict or to close possibilities for personal development and/or real 
dialogue.

(ii) Dialogue between individuals or groups must recognise the different 
affiliations that contribute to one’s identity.

See:Berry, Immigrant Youth in Cultural Transition : Acculturation, Identity, and Adaptation across 
National Contexts. Sam and Berry.

Berry, J. W. "Social and cultural change" in Harry C. Triandis and Juris G. Draguns, Handbook o f  Cross- 
Cultural Psychology. Vol.6, Psychopathology (Boston ; London: Allyn and Bacon, 1980).

Jan Pieter Van Oudenhoven, Colleen Ward, and Anne-Marie Masgoret, "Patterns o f Relations between 
Immigrants and Host Societies," International Journal o f  Intercultural Relations 30, no. 6 (2006).

Berry, "Acculturation: Living Successfully in Two Cultures."
Melville J. Herskovits, "Some Further Comments on Cultural Relativism," American Anthropologist 60, 

no. 2 (1958).
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(iii) Recognition of one’s identity and the identity o f others has an ethical 
dimension.

(iv) A widespread acceptance o f  the value to a society o f cultural diversity, low 
levels o f prejudice, positive mutual attitudes among cultural groups and a 
sense o f attachment to, or identification with, the larger society by all groups 
are fundamental to successful acculturation.

(v) As a way o f marking a sensitivity to others.
(vi) Acculturation and responses to diversity demand reciprocity and mutuality.

The above processes, subsumed under the umbrella term acculturation, are both the methodology 

and the outcome o f an ethically grounded multicultural ideology with which to inform policy 

arrangements that reflect the fact o f cultural diversity and the willingness to accept equity and 

reciprocity as a desirable goal. It is emphasised here as it is a model of integration that is inclusive 

o f various forms of cultural or individual adaptation, and therefore it has multiple applications. For 

example, the European Union recognises that integration is a dynamic, two-way process o f  mutual 

accommodation by all immigrants and residents o f member states that implies respect for the basic 

values o f the European U n io n .A c c u ltu ra tio n  is also applicable at a micro level, if one accepts 

that all aspects o f schooling, teacher education, curriculum and syllabus, funding and policy are 

culturally bound within a political, social and economic structure. It is necessary to ask if  the 

cultural assumptions that underpin these practices are perpetuated or challenged and if the 

conditions for individuals and structures o f society are statically or unreflectively reproduced or 

negotiated and actively transforaied. The insights provided by cross-cultural psychology have 

emphasised that attending to learning and development through a cultural lens is now a 

necessity.'®' Berry’s work will be explored in greater depth in Chapter Three, but acculturation has 

emerged as a guiding principle for the teacher and counsellor in the school where diversity is a fact 

o f  everyday life.

1.6 The Role of the School in Acculturation: Diversity in the Classroom

“Yo, teacher man. - Call me Mr McCourt. - Yeah OK. - So you Scotch or somethin’? - 
No, I’m not Scotch. I ’m Irish. - Oh yeah? W hat’s Irish? - Irish is whatever comes from 
Ireland. - Like, St. Patrick, right? - Well, no, not exactly. - Hey mister. Everyone talk 
English over there in Ireland? What kinda sports didja play? You all Catlics in Ireland?
Yo, teacher man. - Joey, I told you my name is Mr. McCourt, Mr. McCourt, Mr. 
McCourt. - Yeah, yeah. So, mister, did you go out with girls in Ireland?”

- Frank McCourt, Teacher Man^^^

Council o f  European Union, Immigrant Integration Policy in the European Union, http://ec.europa.eu/ 
iustice home/fsi/immigration/integration/fsi immigration integration en.htm downloaded,20/03/09.

Carol D. Lee, Margaret Beale Spencer, and Vinay Harpalani, ""Every Shut Eye Ain't Sleep": Studying 
How People Live Culturally," Educational Researcher 32, no. 5 (2003).

Frank McCourt, Teacher Man : A Memoir (London: Fourth Estate, 2005), 20-22.
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School has a significant role to play in the acculturation o f young people as it is one o f the 

few experiences that the overwhelming majority o f the population share, with family and mass 

media being other examples. It could be argued that this triumvirate are the vehicles of culture, 

with the majority o f what one knows and experiences transmitted through one’s relationships and 

experiences o f these mediators o f larger historical, socio-political and econoinic forces. Recalling 

the definition o f culture proposed by Geertz, who viewed culture as a system o f inherited 

conceptions expressed in symbolic fornis by means o f which people communicate, perpetuate and 

develop their knowledge about and attitudes towards life, education and schooling is a central 

plank o f the cultural project. If the aim o f education is to communicate, perpetuate and develop 

knowledge, then education is cultural action. It both perpetuates and creates the ‘webs o f 

significance’ within which we understand our world as culture. It follows that education is cultural 

action.

Internationally, the experience o f immigrant or culturally different populations have given 

rise to tensions within indigenous communities, between established and new communities and 

even between majority and minority populations. As an indicator o f the challenge of diversity in 

Ireland, there may be up to 40,000 immigrant students in Irish schools, and they come from a wide 

variety o f divergent cultures and have scores o f different languages as their primary means of 

communication. It is estimated that in 2007 newcomer students'®^ made up approximately ten per 

cent o f the primary school-going population and six per cent o f the second-level. The ESRI found 

that the newcomer students are differently distributed across schools in the primary and secondary 

sectors and make up a relatively modest proportion o f students in second-level schools, typically 

two to nine per cent, within each school. In contrast, the pattem among primary schools is quite 

different: there is a significant number o f  schools -  four in ten -  with no newcomer children, while 

newcomers are highly represented -  making up more than a fifth o f  the student body -  in a tenth of 

primary schools.'^'’ The lack o f national policy arrangements regarding diversity have resulted in 

ad hoc and unsuitable arrangements in individual schools. Anecdotal evidence reported in The Irish

For the purposes o f  this study the term international students is em ployed to refer to those students who 
study at an educational institution outside o f  their home country. A s Nancy Arthur notes: “Although the terms 
foreign student and international student are often used interchangeably, there are negative connotations 
related to the term foreign student.” See: Nancy Arthur, “C ounseling International Students”, inPedersen, 
Counseling across Cultures. As for the term ‘non-national’ and what that im plies.The ESRI have em ployed  
the term ‘new com er students’ to refer to children and young people both o f  w hose parents originally com e  
from outside Ireland. The term newcom er students or ‘international students” w ill be em ployed in this study.

Emer Smyth, Executive Summary.
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Times article found M uslim  children in Catholic schools who are sitting at the back o f  the class or 

on the corridor while the rest o f  the class are being taught r e l ig io n .A c t io n s  such as these indicate 

a poor response to cultural change. Bartlett finds that there is a historical basis for such 

arrangem ents:

As a country that had (falsely) prided itse lf on its racial distinctiveness, crudely along 
the lines o f  the superiority o f  the Celt over the Saxon (and anyone else), and as a 
people that for the m ost part had only ever experienced ethnic diversity in the United 
States or Britain, Ireland and the Irish w ere initially not well equipped mentally, 
legislatively or educationally to meet the challenges posed by scores if  thousands o f  
im m igrants who had different skin colours, different religions, different languages and 
different mores. A blatant racism  which fonnerly  targeted travellers was swiftly 
expanded to include the new immigrants.'®^

To refute B artlett’s view, over the past decades som e efforts have been m ade to provide education

in a m ulticultural context in Ireland include the Educate Together M ovem ent in the Republic and

All C hildren Together in N orthern Ireland. These initiatives have indicated that there is a desire to

engage w ith diversity w here it presents itse lf and while efforts are being m ade to achieve a m ore

integrated and interdenom inational education on the island o f  Ireland. The European C om m ission

against Racism  and Intolerance (ECRI) recom m end im proved legislation against racial acts and an

increase in m ulti-faith and non-denom inational schools'®^ and there now  seems to be a recognition

at governm ental level that the arrival o f  thousands o f  migrants, w orkers, returning Irish and others

dem anded an effective response to increasing diversity in Ireland’s schools. Recently, the M inister

for Education and Skills, Ruairi Quinn TD, launched a Forum  on Patronage and Pluralism  in the

Prim ary Sector to be chaired by Professor John Coolahan. A ccording to Quinn, the establishm ent

o f  this forum  recognises:

...the significant societal changes that have taken place in Ireland in recent years have 
led to an increased dem and for new  form s o f  m ulti-denom inational and non- 
denom inational schooling as well as increased dem and for Irish language schooling.
There are real questions to be answ ered about the m atch betw een our type o f  school 
provision, the dem and for greater diversity and the m ake-up o f  the com m unities w hich 
need to be served.

The forum  will receive and assess the various view s and perspectives o f  parents, patrons, teachers 

and the w ider community. The Forum  is tasked to provide the M inister w ith policy advice on a 

num ber o f  specific themes:

Paul Cullen, “Classroom Revolution: The changing ethnic mix in our schools. The Irish Times, April 12, 
2005.

Bartlett, 546-547.
Quinn and Economic and Social Research Institute., 29.
Press Release, Minister Quinn launches a Forum on Patronage and Pluralism in the Primary Sector, April 

19, 2011. http://www.education.ie/: Accessed June 20, 2011 at 13:00.
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• Establishing parental and community demand for diversity;
• Managing the transfer / divesting o f patronage;
• Diversity within a school or small number o f schools in a locality.

This response seems to mark a move from a deficit or assimilationist view o f immigration (if  these 

tenns may even be applied to a policy response that was so lacking in vision or direction) towards 

an inclusive approach that recognises cultural diversity in Ireland. It is also a clear indication that at 

a time when markers o f Irish identity such as religion, nationalism and language are in flux, the 

role o f education becomes central. Schools are places o f intercultural contacts and, as a 

consequence sites o f  potential conflict. Where conflict arises, schools and teachers become the 

potential mediators o f effective negotiation o f cultural and social change. Schools have a central 

role to play in the integration o f newcomer students and in the education o f all students about 

cultural issues. However, it is recognised here that existing socio-economic and educational issues 

such as denominational schooling, traveller integration and continuing educational inequality have 

not been adequately addressed. Inequalities are concentrated in cities and towns, and occur 

diffusely but are still present in significant proportions nationwide. Some communities remain 

marginalised and many areas o f ‘disadvantage’ remain neglected after fifteen years o f 

unprecedented economic g r o w t h . T h e r e  are research findings to support the statement that 

increased marginalization is already happening. Indeed, the ESRI report Adapting to Diversity has 

found that the availability o f places in schools, coupled with residential patterns, means that 

newcomers are more highly represented in urban schools already catering for “disadvantaged” 

populations.'™ Enrolment criteria such as ‘first come, first served’ and priority given to siblings o f 

children already in the school are likely to favour settled communities and thus newcomers will be 

under-represented in these schools.'^' According to census figures from 2006, over eighty percent 

o f migrants to Ireland are under 44 years o f age (just under 350,000 people) and this should have a 

significant influence on educational policy over the coming decades.

Education policy relating to these significant changes has veered from recognition o f the 

economic benefits new immigrants and communities bring, to resentments of the inherent socio

cultural change that is a consequence o f economic and demographic change. The arrival o f large 

numbers o f international students into an educational system that has not sufficiently addressed

See the case o f  St. Michael's Estate in Inchicore, Dublin in: John Bissett, R egeneration : P ublic G ood  o r  
P riva te  Profit?  (Dublin: Tasc at N ew  Island, 2009).

See: Emer Smyth.

Ibid.
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many fundamental inequalities raises significant questions for the future. Two examples o f pre

existing inequalities and failures o f integration in the Republic o f Ireland can be discerned in the 

circumstances o f the 22,000 to 27,000 Travellers who are one o f the most stigmatised and 

disadvantaged minority groups in the Republic o f I r e l a n d . I n  another example, research on 

Bosnians who fled conflict in the fonner Yugoslavia in 1992 found that thirteen years after their 

arrival their integration was unsuccessful. Halilovic-Pastuovic concludes that their lack o f 

integration can only be understood in relation to Government policy;

Bosnians were homogenised, constructed as a ‘community’ and, though invited to take 
part in the multicultural (intercultural) conversation with the Irish racial state, were not 
treated as equal citizens. Instead they were confined within the Bosnian Community 
Development Project and tied to the ethos o f the partnership approach where, under 
the guise o f multiculturalism, historicist racism operates. Their response was to reject 
Ireland as ‘hom e’ and re-affinn Bosnia as ‘hom e’, choosing, however, to keep one foot 
in each place.

Therefore, a concern is that long-standing inequalities will be reinforced and exacerbated 

by a lack o f a cohesive, inclusive policy response to facilitate the integration o f newcomers into 

Irish schools which may have enduring consequences. Indeed, recent decisions by successive Irish 

Governments in response to the changes in public finances raise very pressing concerns for those 

involved in education and teaching, particularly schools with large numbers of students from 

immigrant populations or with high levels o f  socio-economic disadvantage. Cutbacks made in the 

ability o f schools to provide English language support and Special Needs provision have 

demonstrated how those who are already on the margins have been the first to suffer the 

consequences o f the economic changes. Yet, settling into the new educational system o f the host 

country is an integral part o f the integration process for the immigrant family and it is essential for 

schools to make provision for the complexities involved in integrating newcomer students.

The rhetoric o f the state has been o f a formal commitment to intercultural education. 

However, in practice, and in particular in the case o f Irish Travellers, there has been little targeted 

policy to facilitate the integration o f the Traveller and settled community in the education system. 

The rhetoric and the aspirations o f diversity have not been underpinned in any meaningful way by

Fanning.
Maja Halilovic-Pastuovic, "The "Bosnian Project" in Ireland: A 'Vision of Divisions'," in Immigration and 

Social Change in the Republic o f Ireland, ed. Bryan Fanning(Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2007), 163.

National Council for Curriculum and Assessment: NCCA, Intercultural Education in the Post-Primary 
School: Enabling Students to Respect and Celebrate Diversity, to Promote Equality and to Challenge Unfair 
Discrimination2006.
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actions to support the process o f intercultural integration across the primary, secondary and third

levels o f education.’’  ̂ A positive multicultural ideology present in the rhetoric, but is absent in

policy responses to the challenges o f diversity with the consequent danger that integration will be

more challenging for some newcomers into the Irish education system. For these reasons it is

argued here that Berry’s two concepts, multicultural ideology and acculturation, are central to

teaching and counselling. These ideas not only open the individual teacher and counsellor to

challenge one’s own preconceptions and unreflected assumptions, but they are also relevant to

current curricular change in both the Leaving Certificate and the Junior Certificate programmes in

Ireland. According to the NCCA publication Towards Learning: an overview o f  senior cycle

education, five key skills are emphasised for Leaving Certificate students:

The five key skills are inform ation processing, being personally effective, 
communicating, critical and creative thinking and working with others. The 
embedding of these key skills in curriculum and assessment helps learners to think 
critically and creatively, to innovate and adapt to change, to work independently and in 
a team, and to reflect on their learning. In addition, they support mastery of the basic 
skills o f literacy and numeracy which are crucial for learners to access the curriculum 
and for their future life chances.'’®

While the document Towards Learning  does not specifically define multiculturalism or

acculturation as part o f the overview o f senior cycle education, I argue that the five key skills and

the cognitive and behavioural demands and outcomes that are envisioned in the document are in

line with the type o f openness and cooperation that are required in developing an acculturative

perspective and orientation;

• By recognising the collective and the individual aspects of learning.
• By facilitating a critical perspective towards knowledge which facilitates the 

individual development form enculturation to acculturation.
• By understanding that innovation and creativity are not solely the domain of 

information technology, science and maths, but to socio-cultural change in general.
• By facilitating reflection on individual and group assumptions.

When one undertakes cultural action in teaching one must be aware o f the knowledge that 

is being transmitted. In the past it was taken for granted that schools served to transmit or 

reproduce a culture, and that was the undisputed role o f education. In the United States millions of 

immigrants were welcomed, educated and became enculturated as Americans in a ‘Melting Pot’ o f 

cultures, languages and ethnicities: “Schools were to transmit much o f the dominant culture and

Niamh Hourigan and Maria Campbell, The Teach Report : Traveller Education and Adults : Crisis, 
Challenge and Change (Athlone: National Assoc, o f  Travellers' Centres (NATC), 2010), 97.
' Accessed on line: http://nccaconsultation.com/ncca/images/stories/overview/overview l.pdf 10/10/11

49



im bue com m itm ent to that culture.” H ow ever, not all ingredients o f  the culture are considered by

all as ideals w orth perpetuating. In response to the em phasis placed on schools as sites o f

enculturation and reproduction, in the 1960s and 1970s a conflict perspective em erged which

view ed schools as centres for social control, only in the business o f  reproducing or m aintaining the

status quo o f  the dom inant culture or class and by the end o f  the tw entieth century schools were

view ed by som e as sites o f  discrim ination and inequality.'^* A critical pedagogue argues that under

the conditions o f  neoliberal globalisation:

Capitalist schooling participates in the production, distribution, and circulation o f  
know ledge and social skills necessary for reproducing the social division o f  labour and 
hence capitalist relations o f  exploitation. As consum ers o f  school know ledge, students 
as c itizens-in -the-m ak ing  are beho lden  largely to the physics o f  cap italist 
accum ulation.'^^

Sociologists have referred the unseen aspects o f  the culture as transm itted in schools as an invisible 

pedagogy'*® or a hidden curriculum  as “ ...th o se  unstated norm s, values and beliefs em bedded in 

and transm itted to students through the underlying rules that structure the routines and social 

relationships in school and classroom  life.” '* ' By setting the transm ission o f  know ledge in a neutral 

site (a school), the true curriculum  rem ains hidden.'*^ As a result schools becom e sites where 

culture is practiced and reproduced to serve the interests o f  holders o f  capital (cultural, economic, 

social). I f  schools are sites o f  conflict and reproduction, there is a corollary that they can also 

becom e the conduits through w hich students can learn to m anage the acculturative stress related to 

change and conflict and to create culture through transform ation.

Com plex argum ents regarding the practices and techniques o f  pow er and control have 

significant relevance to the entire spectrum  o f  those involved in education from  teachers to 

m anagers, students, parents and policym akers. Pow er and its uses and abuses, will have 

consequences for the com m unications, relationships and decision-m aking processes w ithin schools 

and for the education system  as a w hole. Freire is unam biguous as to the role o f  the educator. The

John I. Goodlad, A Place Called Sch o o l: Prospects fo r  the Future (New York ; London; McGraw-Hill, 
1984), 11.

See: Bourdieu and others. Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed. Henry A. Giroux, Theory and Resistance in 
Education : A Pedagogy fo r  the Opposition, Critical Perspectives in Social Theory. (London: Heinemann 
Educational, 1983). Goodlad.

Peter McLaren and Ramin Farahmandpur, Teaching against Global Capitalism and the New Imperialism : 
A Critical Pedagogy (Lanham, Md.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005), 51.; See also Paul E. Willis, Learning to 
Labour: How Working Class Kids Get Working Class Jobs (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1993).

Basil Bernstein, “Class and Pedagogies: Visible and Invisible,” in Jerome Karabel and A. H. Halsey, 
Power and Ideology in Education (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 511.

Giroux, 47.
'*2 Pierre Bourdieu, “Culture Reproduction and Social Reproduction.” in Karabel and Halsey, 488.
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imperative for teachers is to problematize the presence o f inequality and oppression, to go beyond

conditioning and acceptance o f the status quo, to develop and employ both their own and their

students’ critical faculties to challenge cultures o f  silence and oppression.'*^ The aim is liberation,

not indoctrination. Doris Lessing offers a penetrating account o f  education as indoctrination and

assimilation in the novel The Golden Notebook'.

Ideally, what should be said to every child, repeatedly, throughout his or her school 
life is something like this:
You are in the process o f being indoctrinated. We have not yet evolved a system o f 
education that is not a system o f indoctrination. We are sorry, but it is the best we can 
do. What you are being taught here is an amalgam o f current prejudice and the choices 
o f this particular culture. The slightest look at history will show how impemianent 
these must be. You are being taught by people who have been able to accommodate 
themselves to a regime o f thought laid down by their predecessors. It is a self- 
perpetuating system. Those of you who are more robust and individual than others will 
be encouraged to leave and find ways o f educating yourself —  educating your own 
judgements. Those that stay must remember, always, and all the time, that they are 
being moulded and patterned to fit into the narrow and particular needs o f this 
particular society.'*"*

The critical perspective views conflict and power as constituents o f social inquiry and of

knowledge production. Indeed, the struggle to resist the power o f domination and oppression is a

power in itself A pedagogy that emphasises a shift in the power relationship from the educator to

learner with a perspective on power relations, conflicts and knowledge production both in cultures

and between cultures offers the potential for learning that rises above indoctrination:

It would give priority to an analysis o f the conditions in which different types o f 
knowledge are produced, fought for, and established as valid. A theory about the 
relations among cultures, the tensions and struggles for hegemony within and among 
them, constitutes a much more powerful basis for an emancipatory theory o f 
curriculum than the belief in the existence o f an abstract, universalised, and 
transcendental ‘systematised knowledge’ to be transmitted to the subaltern classes as 
an instrument o f emancipation.'*®

Accepting that culture is open to change through the possession o f a multicultural ideology 

and acculturative perspective, education can become cultural action for transfonnation as identified 

by Paulo Freire. A well articulated curriculum in relation to identity, culture and diversity could 

stimulate and possibly motivate educators and students to reflect on personal and social 

transformation as a key aim o f education. Changing thought must be accompanied by changing 

practice. However, when challenging the core values and ethics culture, the process becomes

'*3 Freire, Pedagogy o f Freedom : Ethics, Democracy, and Civic Courage, 33.
Doris Lessing, The Golden Notebook (London: Joseph, 1972).
P. Freire and A. Faundez, Learning to Question: A Pedagogy o f  Liberation (Continuum, 1989), 64-66. 
Peter McLaren and Peter Leonard, Paulo Freire : A Critical Encounter (London: Routledge, 1993), 44.
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particularly fraught and when a variety o f cultures meet in the confines o f a classroom the potential 

for cultural conflict and  negotiation becomes heightened. For example, in a PhD study o f teachers, 

principals and national support service co-ordinators in Ireland, Mary Gannon’s key finding was 

that teachers, principals and other educators must develop their conceptual understanding o f 

culture, ethnicity, racism and values in relation to cultural diversity.'*^ Gannon finds that piecemeal 

or isolated initiatives for inclusion are going to be doomed to failure and that there is a need is for 

the development o f a holistic response to cultural diversity that integrates values and practice in a 

clear and consistent manner across all aspects o f school life and relationships with the twin pillars 

o f cultural respect and human equality as the foundations.'** This is in line with the insight that 

accompanied one’s own development as the focus o f the study shifted from the needs o f newcomer 

students, to a larger, more universal perspective that illuminated multiple and complex layers of 

exclusion and discrimination at play in schools.

The NCCA discussion paper, Leading and Supporting Change in Schools, identifies the

challenge presented by the deep and transfonnative learning required at all levels o f education and

the cultural challenges involved:

...achieving real change, educational change that is deep and lasting, takes time. This 
is because most real change involves changing the way teaching and learning happens 
or changing the culture o f schools as places o f learning and organisations -  changing 
the way things are done! Realising this kind o f profound change involves 
professionals grappling with fiindamental beliefs, dispositions and habits and altering 
practice on the basis o f experience.

Life in schools often mitigates against integration and holistic approaches as it is fi-agmentary in

nature: the bells ending class abruptly; a system o f artificial disciplinary boundaries between

subjects in the curriculum; gaps between school ethos and practices; different cultures o f home and

school; unequal provision o f resources between schools. Fragmentation has been found to be an

ongoing issue in Irish education, from fragmented thinking to the consequences that flow from

such thinking.'®® From the literature on teachers’ professional workplaces, teaching has been found

Gannon.
Ibid.
NCCA discussion paper, Leading and Supporting Change in Schools, accessed on line: http:// 

www.ncca.ie/en/Publications/Consultative Documents/
Leading and Supporting Change in SchoolsA Discussion_Paper.pdf Date: 10/10/11 
>90 Gleeson.
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to be an isolated and lonely endeavour and as a result teachers can feel beleaguered.'^' Fullan’s

extensive research finds common pressures all over the world on teachers who:

...increasingly face ethnic and language diversity, children with special needs, one- 
parent families, and a bewildering array o f social and academic expectations for the 
classroom. After reviewing the goals o f education - mastery o f basic skills, intellectual 
development, career education, interpersonal understandings, citizenship participation, 
enculturation, moral and ethical character development, emotional and physical well
being, creativity and aesthetic self expression, and self-realisation

The Teaching Council o f Ireland’s “Core Values o f the Teaching Profession” demonstrate the

“bewildering array” o f expectations identified above by Fullan. The Teaching Council accepts the

following as the core values o f the profession include Holistic Development, Cultural Values and

Social Justice, Equality and Inclusion.'®^ In the United Kingdom teachers have at times felt a lack

o f ownership and a lack o f self worth, as measures to inspect schools and appraise teachers have

been introduced under the banner o f ‘modernising’ teaching. Within the context o f ‘rolling refonn’

and piecemeal implementation, the professional development o f  teachers has become a high

profile, politically ‘hot’ i s s u e . W i t h  ongoing change and reform in Ireland, and in light o f current

labour negotiations and austerity, one may expect similar heated debates about the aims and

objectives o f teaching and learning in Ireland.

Paulo Freire employed the term cultural action to refer to the educational process. As

demonstrated by the Teaching Council vision for core values, teaching and the associated activities

are not simply the transmission o f knowledge, they are cultural action. Each action in a school not

only is an act, but an action based on a number o f  cultural assumptions, of the society, the school,

the teacher and the student. The educative project can be based on enculturation and a ‘banking

education’ model aimed at maintaining the status quo and submission to its dictates. An alternative

is a ‘problem-posing’ education that takes account o f the context within which cultural action takes

place and develops a critical awareness o f the circumstances, ideally, cultivating an optimistic view

of social change.'®^ This again is taken as axiomatic in the Teaching Council’s statement o f core

values (commitment to democracy, social justice, equality and inclusion). This perspective

demands that teachers and educators be in possession o f a sympathetic understanding o f their

Michael Fullan, The N ew  M eaning o f  E ducational Change, 4th ed. (London: Routledge, 2007), 130-138.  

'92 Ibid., 131.

'^^The T eaching C ouncil ,  h t tp : / /w w w .tea ch in g c o u n c i l . ie /  f i leu p load /P ro fess ion a l% 20 S tan d a rd s /  
codc_of_conduct_2012_web%2019June2012.pdf.

Campbell, McNamara, and Gilroy, 13.

Freire, The P olitics o f  Education : Culture, Power, an d  Liberation , 86.
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interventions in the lives o f  others. It m ust be concluded that educators m ust have the necessary 

skill, know ledge and aw areness o f  the cultural context o f  the students in their classroom s to engage 

sensitively and effectively. E thnocentrism  com m ands a narrow  perceptual fram ework, and m ay be 

a necessary  fact o f  life for there is no non-perspectival understanding. I f  this is accepted then one 

m ust also acknow ledge one’s own cultural context, prejudices and existing preconceptions w ith the 

suggestion that such reflection will enrich one’s own learning and teaching, not only in relation to 

cultural diversity, but to diversity in m any forms. For Freire, criticality requires praxis: both 

reflection and action, interpretation and change m ust be underw ritten by an ethical im agination and 

grounded in j u s t i c e . A n  acculturative perspective affords the teacher or counsellor an effective 

tool for reflective practice and professional and personal developm ent and cultural action. This 

vision is clearly aligned with the Teaching C ouncil’s core values for the teaching profession in 

Ireland.

As part o f  the reflective process, one final note o f  context m ust be addressed before the 

conclusion o f  this chapter. The econom ic disruptions o f  recent history have starkly revealed the 

rationality  o f  the m arket as the basis and stim ulus for the dem ographic and social change that has 

occurred in Ireland. G lobalisation and the m igration o f  people and capital has had an incalculable 

affect on the society and psychology o f  the nation over the past fifteen years.

1.7 Neoliberalism and Human Capital Theory

According to the sociologist C. W right M ills, “No social study that does not com e back to 

the problem s o f  biography, o f  history, and their intersections w ithin a society, has com pleted its 

intellectual joum ey.” '^^ M ills’s concept o f  the sociological im agination provides the link betw een 

the individual and social context as it asks one to recognise and understand the larger forces at 

w ork both w ithin and on the society and how  they affect the life o f  the individual. H istorian Joe 

Lee writes; “The practical m an w ho disparages social theory is the m ost im practical o f  m en.” '®* 

Lee echoes John M aynard K eynes who w rote that ideas m atter and that the w orld is ruled by little 

else.'®® Ideas influence practice, consciously or not.

Paulo Freire, "Forward" in McLaren and Leonard, Paulo Freire : A Critical Encounter.
Charles Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination, Pelican Books. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1970),

14.

Lee, Ireland 1912-1985 : Politics and Society, 628.
Quoted in: R.J.A. Skidelsky, Keynes: The Return o f  the Master (Allen Lane, 2009), xvi.
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Until very recently full employment and an economic boom have softened the impact of 

the migration to Ireland. Therefore, the experience o f recent immigration has generally been 

considered a positive one, with increased cultural diversity and economic growth deemed to be 

beneficial.^®® However, at present Ireland is trying to recover from a severe economic and financial 

crisis that has affected societies around the globe. Unemployment rates are high, in particular 

amongst young people. Across Europe some 76 million 25-64 year olds - roughly equivalent to the 

combined total populations o f Italy, Hungary and Austria - have either low qualifications or no 

qualifications at all.‘°' As part o f this global economic shock and recession Ireland is again 

experiencing the fact o f youth emigration. As unemployment increases, it is possible that 

newcomers who have failed to integrate successfully into Irish society will be consigned to a socio

cultural limbo where they can expect lives of extreme isolation, poverty and neglect. The result is 

that new inequalities will augment already deeply structured social inequalities. Discourse in 

Ireland in relation to immigration and education has emphasised general economic development, 

with little discussion of the type o f society that is desired. It appears that the default language o f the 

authorities and the powerful has been to refer to immigrants and Irish alike as contributors to the 

economy or members of the workforce rather than as members o f a community. The consequences 

o f this is that the same people who were contributors to an economy become a ‘drain on resources’ 

when their economic contributions change.

This recapitulates the fact that immigration has been promoted without thought to long 

temi planning, educational provision or governmental policies relating to the integration o f 

newcomers. The emphasis on the economic usefulness o f people is derived from an economic 

model based upon ‘human capital theory’. This perspective has been chiefly concerned with the 

need to feed the economy a stream o f qualified workers able to serve as a flexible and adaptable 

workforce. Human capital theory emphasises the importance o f education for economic prosperity. 

Since the emergence o f the theory o f human capital in the early 1960s it has become the dominant 

ideological paradigm guiding economic and social principles in the world today. This then becomes 

the logical “value” o f human worth. If neoliberalism is the reigning global economic paradigm, 

human capital refers to the way that paradigm is implemented through the management of

Emer Smyth, 14-15.

Communique o f  the European Ministers for Vocational Education and Training, the European Social 
Partners and the European Com m ission, Decem ber 2010. A ccessed  online hUp://ec.europa.eu/education/ 
lifelong-learning-policv/doc/vocaiional/bruges en.pdf October 3 ,2 0 1 1 .
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populations. This theory has extended into every aspect o f social, cultural, and political life. David

Harvey, Professor o f Anthropology at City University o f New York, has defined neoliberalism thus:

...a theory o f political economic practices that proposes that human well-being can 
best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within 
and institutional framework characterised by strong private property rights, free 
markets and free trade.^®^

The state has a diminished role under neoliberal theory:

The state has to guarantee, for example, the quality and integrity o f money. It must 
also set up those military, defence, police, and legal structures and functions required 
to secure private property rights and to guarantee, by force if  need be, the proper 
fiinctioning o f markets...But beyond these tasks the state must not interfere.-®^

Neoliberalism describes a market based rationality, where the lives of ordinary people are

contingent on the dictates of anonymous spectres referred to as “the markets”. The growth and

spread of neoliberalism has meant the fmancialization o f everything. Phrases in common usage

such as “the information society” (based on the need to accumulate massive databases to

accumulate and administer a global marketplace) and “globalisation” (to explain the spread o f

neoliberalism as a political and economic practices) are closely associated with neoliberal theory.

Paulo Freire wrote that the neoliberal ideology o f privatisation never speaks about costs, 

which are always absorbed by the working c l a s s . T h e  guarantee o f the working o f markets 

demanded by neoliberal ideology and the consequences for the average person can have no clearer 

exemplar than the actions o f 30 September 2008 when, as a result o f  international banking tunnoil, 

the Irish government announced a €400 billion guarantee scheme covering the country's six main 

banks and credit unions, including Allied Irish Banks, Bank o f Ireland, Anglo Irish Bank, Irish Life 

Permanent, the Educational Building Society and Irish Nationwide Building Society. Overnight, 

the banking debt in the six Irish banks was converted into state debt, payable by its citizens. This 

has resulted in the state itself having to be “bailed out” to the total o f €85 billion by the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the European Union, latterly accompanied by a series of 

‘austerity’ measures imposed upon the citizens o f the state. As a consequence, the entire society is 

in hock, and subordinate to, the demands o f the global markets and enduring severe fiscal cutbacks 

with resultant consequences in education, health and welfare. Effectively, in Ireland banking profits 

were privatised when money was to be made, and losses were socialised when that system

David Harvey, A B rief History o f  Neoliberalism  (Oxford; Oxford University Press, 2005), 2.
203 Ibid.

Freire, Letters to Cristina : Reflections on My Life and Work, 85.
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collapsed in upon itself, with the citizens picking up the bill, and the needs o f  society being

subordinated to the demands o f the market. Freire’s critique nearly twenty years ago is prescient:

“What we need to do now, according to this astute ideology, is focus on production without any

preoccupation about what we are producing, who it benefits, or who it hurts.” ®̂̂ In times such as

these, questions o f moral purpose and education for critical thought as part o f the good life are

more and more being viewed by some as outdated perspectives, that are anyway too expensive and

of no quantifiable value. Purely instrumental thinking fostered by neoliberal rationality that

objectifies everything, including the cultural artefacts, universities, creativity and the nation itself.

This was demonstrated by a fonner Taoiseach, at the announcement o f Harry Clifton as Ireland’s

Professor o f Poetry as Brain Cowen stated:

I believe that being Irish holds a distinct and intrinsic value. Ireland is a brand. People 
know us. Our country, her landscape and her culture are known the world over. We 
must connect with that brand now and use it to give us the competitive advantage in a 
globalised world that is increasingly the same.^°®

Thinking about ‘brand’ and competitive advantage while announcing a professor o f poetry is too

ripe for satire. It is an object lesson in the way that culture itself has been objectified, the way

bureaucratic and technocratic rationality entered the discourse and the language o f the market

permeated the sociocultural sphere. Cow en’s words demonstrate how the language o f

financialisation and marketisation entered the cultural and educational arenas and how cultural and

social life is subject to the domination o f economic growth for the purposes o f consumption and

commodification and how instrumental rationality can subject cultural and educational fields to its

domination.

The results o f unquestioned adherence to a vision o f ‘progress’ and group think, are 

available for all to see in the economic catastrophe that has been visited upon the people o f Ireland. 

Is this a consequence o f an educational system where critical thought is not encouraged? Is it due to 

an adherence to a global ideology that has been pursued unquestioningly? Clifton’s response to 

Cowen demonstrated the concerns o f some educators against such assumptions and emphasises the 

sanctity o f their “mythical room” against such a monolithic ideology:

“ 5 Ibid., 84.

Speech by the Taoiseach, Mr. Brian Cowen, T.D., at the announcement o f  Ireland's next Professor o f  
Poetry - Harry Clifton - Newman House, Wednesday, 30 June, 2010 at 6.30pm. A ccessed: http:// 
www .taoiseach.gov.ie/irish/An_Preas-O ifig/A ithisc_an_Taoisiph_2010/
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... if  the “mythical room” was opened too much to the “university ideologue, the 
modulariser, the smurfitiser, the harvardiser”, the space would become “no more than 
a crush o f market forces where the human mind becomes a commodity to be sold to 
the highest bidder”.

Clifton demonstrates the kicking against the colonisation of the arts and mind by a critical 

consciousness that embraces a discourse o f opposition. Clifton’s response is a prime example of 

why it is:

..critical for educators to recognise that while they need to be attentive to the particular 
context in which they work, they cannot separate such contexts from larger matters 
and configurations o f power, culture, ideology, politics, and domination.-®*

Ireland undergone a process o f “neoliberalisation” over the past several decades, and while 

it has never explicitly adopted this ideology, political and economic institutions have been 

transfomned along neoliberal lines. Neoliberalism and human capital theory have been guiding 

the direction o f educational provision in Ireland and the impact on students and teachers in schools 

is a consequence o f a wider neoliberal ideology that pervades society in a range o f forms from 

mass media and government policy, to the type o f curriculum schools offer. Media bombards 

individuals with daily ideological messages designed to convince them that self-worth and social 

status are dependent conspicuous consumption and much educational discourse unquestioningly 

adopts the language of the market. There is a concern that neoliberal rationality has become the de 

facto  ideology o f the era o f globalisation, whereby schools are only important to the degree that 

they can provide the forms of knowledge, skills and social practices that are necessary to produce a 

labour force for the economy.

1.7.1 Banking Education: An Hierarchical System

Market rationality assumes acceptance o f rules that are overtly unfair and not only 

perpetuate inequality, but exacerbate it by creating a sense o f powerlessness among the citizenry of 

a nation. In a recent study o f populations across the globe the social impacts of inequality and 

social differentiation and the life-diminishing results o f valuing economic growth above equality 

were identified. High levels o f  inequality can result in shorter, unhealthier and unhappier lives have 

been found to increase the rate o f teenage pregnancy, addiction, violence and obesity, and higher 

levels o f the population being incarcerated. Mostly, inequality creates strained relationships

Fiona Gartland, “Poetry needs to be protected from agendas - Clifton, Irish Times, July 01/10

Stanley A ronowitz and Henry A. Giroux, Education under S iege : The Conservative, L ibera l an d  R adica l 
D ebate o ver  Schooling  (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1986), 65.

Julien M ercille, "The Role o f  the M edia in Sustaining Ireland's Housing Bubble," N ew  P o litica l E conom y  
(2013).
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between individuals bom in the same society.^'® Social inequality threatens civic health and 

collective well-being and if  schools reliant on public funds become hungry for resources and 

funding while those who are able to supplement the state capitation grant with private funds will 

become further entrenched as bastions o f privilege and ‘grind schools’, with a narrow emphasis on 

access to the points system, education will become ever more stratified.

The roots o f educational disadvantage may be traced back to the history o f educational

provision in Ireland. Sixty years before the Education Act 1998, legislation for education in the

Republic o f Ireland was last codified in the Vocational Education Act 1930 which was the only

major piece o f legislation governing Irish education. The vocational system was to be confined to

lower status occupations and to what were less prestigious state schools and did not infringe on the

more dominant tradition o f general education provided by “high-status and religious-controlled

secondary schools.”^" In 1967, Investment in Education provided the impetus for the introduction

of the free education scheme which led to a significant increase in the number o f enrolments in

second-level schools. While Investment in Education improved the situation for many, adherence to

its human capital fomiation has been an extremely important factor in the legitimation o f Irish

education policy since then.^'^ Whelan and Hannan in 1999 identified “persisting barriers”

regarding class inequalities and educational opportunities in the Republic o f I r e l a n d . H i s t o r y  has

perpetuated class divisions in Irish society:

...it should be noted that the stated government strategy for education in Ireland is one 
o f integrating vocational and general education. While significant developments in this 
direction are evident, nevertheless vocational education is still affected by the residue 
o f history and by class divisions in society.^'"*

As a result o f human capital theory as the true theoretical construct for informing 

educational policy in Ireland, it is a fact that despite a rhetoric o f inclusion and a period o f 

economic ‘development’, Ireland remains a deeply stratified society. With continuing education

Richard G. W ilkinson and Kate Pickett, The Spirit L e v e l : Why M ore E qual Societies A lm ost A lw ays D o  
B etter  (London: A llen Lane, 2009).
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since the 1950s : P o licy  P aradigm s an d  P o w er  (Dublin: IPA, 2005), 134.
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an d  Streaming in Irish P ost-P rim aiy Schools, Research Series (Econom ic and Social Research Institute 
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cuts that affect particular groups disproportionately, there is the concern that longstanding social 

inequalities will be cemented and new strata o f inequalities added. Since 2009 a number o f cuts 

have been made o f a general nature (increased pupil-teacher ratio and a moratorium on middle 

management recruitment) but some o f these cuts have affected specific groups, some already 

disadvantaged, with a reduction in provision for pupils in non-DEIS schools, curtailment o f English 

language support, Traveller education and children with special needs. The results o f  these changes 

will have consequences for generations and some schools and communities will remain 

marginalised.

The history o f Irish education has been marked by a lack o f philosophical and sociological 

analyses o f  education and o f educational research and o f a critical or contextualised understanding 

o f education. Instead there is a prevailing anti-intellectual bias and a priority given to education for 

human rather than social capital.^'® Professor Clancy has placed social selection and social and 

educational reproduction inherent in the Irish system in a historical context: “The education system 

under colonial rule, the system after independence and the present system fulfilled and continue to 

fulfil essentially similar functions.”-'^ This illustrates how inequalities become structured and then 

themselves, structure thought. The legacy o f history is that there is a perception o f inequality, but 

that the problem lies with the individuals within the system and policy development has been 

hindered by a consensual culture that dominated the debates about education. Again, it seems 

history is to blame:

Even though Ireland has never been homogenous culturally or politically, there was a 
deep and persistent attempt to create an image o f cultural and political homogeneity in 
the post-independence years. A culture o f manufactured homogeneity developed that 
became almost incontestable; daring to name differences was seen as a challenge to 
authority, a deviant act, rather than a statement of fact. Differences around disability, 
ethnicity, beliefs, etc. became subsumed and suppressed in a society in which all were 
deemed to be the same. As historians have indicated ... the state project o f political and 
cultural cohesion and homogenisation was realised in great part through education, 
hence the neglect, and even negation, o f difference in educational life.^'*

When the discourse in Irish education accepts disadvantage, students identified as “at-risk” or

generational marginalization it fails to ask important questions. For example, when a student is

Selina M cC oy and others, "Hidden Disadvantage?: A  Study o f  the Low Participation in Higher Education 
by the Non-M anual Group," (Dublin: Higher Education Authority, 2010).

Gleeson.
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identified as “at-risk”, the term obscures the way in which forms of social difference are treated

inequitably in schools:

In fact, the discourse of risk has historically served more to mask the sources of 
educational risk than to reveal them, often relocating the educational effects of racial, 
cultural, gender and sexuality marginalization into individual, familial or community 
shortcomings.^'^

If Irish policy-making in general is to be criticised, verdicts on educational policy-making 

have been consistently criticised as being haphazard, lacking in coherence, unreflective, populist, 

fragmented and driven by interest groups.^-® Furthermore, it has been argued that, in Ireland, 

governance generally eschews social class differences and promotes an instrumental approach to 

planning and is characterised by a dichotorny of rhetoric and reality, that proclaims change on 

superficial levels or is of a piecemeal nature. In particular the Department of Education has been 

characterised by centralisation, fragmentation, exhibiting a culture of secrecy and demonstrating an 

ad hoc approach to education planning.-^' As a result, disadvantage has become a structural fact in 

Irish education.

Conclusion

The phrase ‘banking education’ in Ireland in 2011 conjures up many impressions and 

feelings, none of them positive. Critical educators such as Giroux provide a sociological 

explanation of the alienation and resistance that students display in relation to their work and 

behaviours.--^ Under neoliberalism, educational institutions have become a principal vessel of 

marketisation agendas. In Ireland, education policy informed by human capital theory is in the 

process of reinforcing the prime motivation of education as an individualistic commodity that can 

be bought and sold, driven by a banking model of learning for providing a willing workforce. Has 

the education system as it is constructed and developed something to do with this state of affairs 

the nation now finds itself in? Paulo Freire recalls the hard times he and his family suffered at the 

hands of others: “What angered me was the disrespect of those in positions of power toward those 

who have none.”^̂  ̂The advocates of human capital theory have reacted to criticism and analysis of 

their assumptions by persisting in the belief that skill deficits are the fundamental problem in

John P. Portelli and others. Toward an E quitable Education : D iversity, P overty  an d  Students at Risk, 1st 
ed ed. (Toronto, On.: Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, Centre for Leadership & Diversity, 2007), 2.
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modem societies and assert that greater investment in human capital “...will bring secular 

salvation.”2̂"* A continuation and intensification of educational provision based on the human 

capital theory, and policy planning based on market rationality is grounded on a type of 

instrumental rationality identified by Paulo Freire as banking education, where the student is 

considered a passive vessel to which the teacher pours knowledge. This methodology disempowers 

the student and dissociates the individual from their learning, leaving the student with no sense of 

initiative, separated from the context and significance of their own learning. Under the 

circumstances of instrumental relations and the bureaucratic rationality which accompanies 

banking education, resistance is healthy alternative. Freire’s banking metaphor has been imbued 

with an increased significance in the Ireland of the twenty-first century, when an unquestioned 

acceptance of what those in power in politics and business say and do has created a self- 

perpetuating rationality based on neoliberal principles. In the posthumously published Pedagogy o f  

Freedom, Freire wrote about his abhorrence of neoliberalism, the oppressive fatalism it engenders 

and its damaging effects in perpetuating inequalities around the globe. The establishment of the 

global market economy has resulted in the sweeping aside of traditional cultures and values and 

replaced values of solidarity, altruism, sharing and cooperation (which usually marked community 

life) with the values of individualism and competition as the dominant motivations. And yet, people 

do good, help each other and are not slaves to the base instincts that are rewarded by the market.

The philosopher G.W.F. Hegel declared that, “the owl o f Minerva spreads its wings only 

with the coming of the dusk”. Hegel means that the kinds of self-conscious reflection making up 

wisdom or philosophy can occur only when a way of life is sufficiently mature to be already 

passing. Phillips’ use of the imagery of “sleepwalking to segregation” employed earlier is apt. It 

implies an unreflective, eyes closed response to reality, not in itself malicious or intentional, but 

certainly dangerous. This is relevant to the thousands of young people fi'om all parts of the globe in 

Irish schools, but it also alludes to the thousands of students from marginalised communities 

schools who have either passed through or perhaps not even entered schools, who are segregated 

due to gender, sexual orientation or disability. Sleepwalking prohibits engagement, dialogue and 

other moments of recognition that will break the silence of sleep. Phillips’ speech and imagery 

underline the need to continue the debate on the causes and consequences of segregation,

D.W. Livingstone, The Education-Johs Gap: Underemployment or Economic Democracy (Garamond 
Press, 2004), xxviii.
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integration and multiculturalism. It is also a question for tiiose involved in education in Ireland 

where is a need for a holistic response to diversity. According to the Teaching Council of Ireland, 

engagement with the educational experience should integrate values and practice across all aspects 

o f  school life and relationships, be guided by a values based vision o f teaching. According to the 

Council, teachers’ core work is to educate and the following values underpin the work o f the 

teaching profession in Ireland:

• The Educational Experience

• Educational Outcomes

• Relationships^'^

Acculturation demands that those engaged in cross-cultural dialogue are in a dynamic process of 

change that can occur at both group and individual level, with consequent affective, behavioural 

and cognitive components and this demands that dialogue and change form part o f an ethical base 

from which to work. Rhetoric without ethical foundation is an empty fonnula. If  the acceptance of 

diversity o f image flourishes as an attempt to manage diversity, rather than in practice, the existing 

structural inequalities that are already inherent in Irish society will be compounded. The response 

demands more than acceptance or toleration, but requires an active process o f social construction. 

This deep change is inspired by the consciousness transfonnation required to overcome 

unquestioned or uncritiqued assumptions. In a recent study on multiethnic schools in Gennany and 

England, Daniel Faas concludes that different historical engagements with national identity, 

cultural diversity and European integration had enormous implications for the identities that 

students could access in school.--^ Giroux argues that teachers cannot be separated from the 

consequences o f the knowledge they produce, the social relations they legitimate and the ideologies 

and identities that they disseminate to students.'^’ History has demonstrated that Irish identity does 

not have to be perceived as closed, static or limited. It can be understood as global, inclusive, 

diasporic, contradictory and unfinished. Culture is a conceptual framework for understanding that 

decisions, whether they be personal or political, are guided by internalized understandings and

Comhairle Mhuinteoireachta the Teaching Council, and Teaching Council (Ireland), Coid lompair 
Ghairmiuil Do Mhuinteoiri : A r a N-Airitear : Caighdeain Mhuinteoireachta, Eolais, Oilteachta Agus 
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perspectives that are not deterministic. Paulo Freire argues that to address an educational issue, it is 

necessary to first profoundly and historically understand it, to construct the problem, then to 

analyse the problem critically and then to finally imagine alternative possibilities and more humane 

and democratic solutions o f the problem. To reconstruct it problem as an opportunity for change.^^* 

It is hoped that identity, its manifestations and development that have recently been emphasised as 

a ‘big idea’ in the framework for a new Junior Cycle present an opportunity to reconstruct a system 

that has inbuilt inequalities, and not a become an impetus for retrenchment and reproduction.^^^

The discussion thus far has presented a shift in the Irish society o f the past fifteen years 

that has seen the twin pillars o f Irish identity, faith and fatherland, undergoing significant changes. 

Irish nationalism and Catholicism are both, presently, in significant decline as these old certainties 

have been challenged for a variety o f reasons. A number o f factors have played a role in this social, 

cultural and demographic change, including globalisation, membership of the EU, economic 

change, the Belfast Agreement, abuse in Catholic institutions and severe economic tunnoil on a 

national and global scale and recent concerns concerns regarding the governance o f the Irish 

Republic and the failure o f those in charge to supervise or regulate the affairs o f the nation.

Thus far the approaches to challenge deep structured inequalities in Irish society have been 

a patchwork initiatives and rhetorical responses. Ireland’s responses to increased globalisation and 

the consequent demographic changes have been criticised for being opportunistic, characterised as 

informed by an instrumental rationality which serves to reinforce m a rg in a lis a t io n .T h e  fact of 

migration is not new to the Irish psyche, and though the presence of ethnocultural diversity on 

these shores is widely viewed as a recent phenomena, it has historical antecedents. The significance 

o f history in relation to the events on which the Irish national consciousness is constructed and 

performed through the perceptions, attitudes and identity associations o f its people has to be a 

significant factor in the responses to the upheavals o f the past decade.

This research originally grew out o f an attempt to explore the issues surrounding cross- 

cultural contact in schools. However, the complexities and subtleties revealed in the early stages of 

research and data collection made it clear that such framing would be simplistic, and totally

228 Freire, The Politics o f Education : Culture, Power, and Liberation, 53-54.
22^National Council for Curriculum and Assessment; NCCA, Innovation & Identity: Schools Developing 
Junior Cyc/eNoveraber 2011.
2̂® Kuhling and Keohane. See also; Fanning. Ronit Lentin and Robbie McVeigh, After Optimism? : Ireland, 
Racism and Globalisation (Dublin; Metro Eireann Publications, 2006).
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unsuited to the current knowledge and experience o f what John W. Berry describes as 

‘acculturation’. Culture is a tool, but it is also an edifice constructed by itself It is then, in turn, 

built and restructured by the inheritors o f culture. As new culture is created it is influenced by 

external factors and internal tensions o f the previous iterations. Berry’s theorising o f culture in 

society and in educational practices was helpful in developing the conclusion that every person and 

every human group possesses both culture and cultural diversity. Everyone is cultural, but 

everyone is multicultural.^^- Family, ethnicity and nationality are part o f one’s cultural inheritance 

and identity, but both culture and identity are dynamic and are subject to the influence o f time and 

place and may change in salience accordingly. For example, there is now a recognition that one o f 

the consequences o f the increased globalisation for the Republic of Ireland has been a broad move 

away from a Catholic culture to a liberal-individualist consumerist c u l t u r e . Y e t ,  as things 

change, other historical residues influence thinking and cultural action. The reverberations o f the 

Easter Rising o f 1916, War o f Independence and Civil War, and the period o f the ‘Troubles’ are 

present in the culture, politics and mythology o f the Irish Republic, particularly significant with the 

centenary o f the 1916 Rising only a few years away.

The discourse o f globalisation and its attendant properties tends to be accompanied by 

references to a ‘knowledge economy’ or a ‘knowledge society’ associated with the idea that 

education is the key to economic success and that the jobs o f the future will require ever higher 

levels o f education. The underlying assumptions o f this discourse assumes that education and 

economic status are commensurate. Paulo Freire argues that in the true process o f education, the 

recognition and development o f human identity and solidarity take precedence over the ethics of 

the marketplace.^^'' The Freirean interpretation introduced here furnishes a perspective that 

provides the ethical and practical grounding to mediate a transfonnation from an individualistic 

view o f culture as an instrument to be employed for the purposes o f communication and 

advancement in a marketplace, to the creation o f shared understanding and dialogue where culture

John W. Berry, Cross-C ultural P sychology : Research and A pplications, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2002). See similar ideas in; Frederick Erikson, "Culture and Society in Educational 
Practice" in James A. Banks and Cherry A. M cG ee Banks, M ulticultural Education : Issues an d  P erspectives, 
Updated 5th ed. ([N ew  York ; Chichester]; Wiley, 2005), 34-39.

Frederick Erikson, "Culture and Society in Educational Practice" in ibid., 36.

Inglis, G lobal Ire la n d : Same Difference, 3. See also: O T oole, Enough Is Enough.

Donaldo M acedeo, Introduction, Freire, P edagogy o f  the Oppressed.
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reconciles or conciliates relationships between both individuals and groups for the betterment of 

each other as a type o f acculturation.

The following can be concluded from the literature review. First, culture is contested, not 

an absolute. Second, cultural differences may cause misunderstandings when tacit or emic aspects 

o f culture are assumed or presumed to be etic, when the specific manifestations or expressions of 

culture are assumed to be universal. Third, one aspect o f culture, values, is particularly resistant to 

change and also constitutes the core of culture. Fourth, culture and identity do not need to be 

perceived as fixed and may be sensitive to change and adaptation through openness, reciprocity and 

creativity in the meeting o f cultures or generations. Finally, economic structures have implications 

for the reproduction or the transformation o f educational provision. The educational ramifications 

o f these insights arise from the fact that schools are a site o f  cultural transmission. Teachers 

transmit knowledge, but they also transmit values, norms and judgments and perhaps, even ideas 

about social position. When there is a dissonance between the culture o f the school and the culture 

o f the child, subtle messages may be sent and, though not intended, may do hann to the student or 

become the cause o f conflict when individual or group cultures find dissonance with the prevailing 

norms. Solid, static or fixed notions o f identity are no longer necessary, but culture shock and fear 

may produce responses that engender individual and cultural retrenchment. Faced with challenges 

to identity what are the responses? Two contrasting options are available: wholeness or 

fragmentation. Freire frames this dichotomy, as destructive sectarianism (the rejection of 

difference) versus unity in d iv e rs i ty .C u ltu ra l  psychologist John W. Berry argues, that it may be 

possible to achieve social solidarity among the culturally diverse peoples living in plural societies 

though integrative thinking. Importantly, he emphasises both integration in a person’s 

psychological life, based on the underlying psychological commonalities, and on the compatibility 

o f cognitive and affective domains o f behaviour within a larger framework o f recognition provided 

and endorsed by the State and its agencies. The poem Snow, by Louis MacNeice, presents an image 

o f diversity and the mystery o f identity as a complex and contradictory conundrum expressed as a 

paradoxical vision o f unity in diversity:

Ibid. Also; Paulo Freire and Ana Maria Araaujo Freire, Pedagogy o f  Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f  the 
Oppressed, [New ed. (London: Continuum, 2004), 29.
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The room was suddenly rich and the great bay-window was 
Spawning snow and pink roses against it 
Soundlessly collateral and incompatible:
World is suddener than we fancy it.

World is crazier and more o f it than we think,
Incorrigibly plural. 1 peel and portion 
A tangerine and spit the pips and feel 
The drunkenness o f things being various.

And the fire flames with a bubbling sound for world
Is more spiteful and gay than one supposes -
On the tongue and the eyes on the ears in the palms o f one’s

hands -
There is more than glass between the snow and the huge roses.

Literature offers one medium for developing a critical, comprehensive and 

dialectical understanding o f identity, and has been employed throughout as an illustration of 

the ongoing dialogue that artists have with identity and diversity. Another perspective is the 

socio-historical perspective that this chapter has developed. The socio-historical perspective 

advocates a critical engagement with the social, economic and political structures that, in 

turn influence educational policies and schooling in Ireland. The aspiration is that both 

learners and teachers recognise the dialogical nature o f  education and become subjects o f the 

process, rather than objects. Paulo Freire spent a lifetime awake to the possibilities of 

recognition and dialogue that encouraged the awakening o f others to these influences. An in- 

depth discussion o f his work and its relevance to second-level education in Ireland follows.

Louis MacNeice and Michael Longley, Poems (London: Faber, 2001).
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Chapter Two 

A Freirean Vision for Humanisation in the Secondary School

To study is not to consum e ideas, but to create and re-create them.^^^

- Paulo Freire

Introduction

An epoch is characterised by a com plex o f  ideas, concepts, hopes, doubts, values, and 
challenges in dialectical interaction w ith their opposites, striving towards plenitude.
The concrete representation o f  m any o f  these ideas, values, concepts, and hopes, as 
well as the obstacles w hich im pede the people's full hum anisation, constitute the 
them es o f  that epoch. These them es im ply others w hich are opposing or even 
antithetical; they also indicate tasks to be carried out and fulfilled. Thus, historical 
them es are never isolated, independent, disconnected, or static; they are always 
interacting dialectically w ith their opposites. N or can these them es be found anyw here 
except in the hum an-w orld relationship. The com plex o f  interacting them es o f  an 
epoch constitutes its "them atic universe."

- Paulo Freire, P edagogy o f  the OppressecP^^

C hapter One cited John W. Berry who defined a m ulticultural ideology  as an explicit 

acceptance o f  the positive value associated w ith diversity as the im petus to acculturation as a valid 

and effective response to cultural diversity. B erry ’s argum ent is that acculturation m ust have a 

coherent policy and practice. Paulo Freire argued that m ethodological errors have ideological 

r o o t s . H e  w rites o f  the greater task o f  pedagogy, a ‘global task ’, o f  involving learners in their 

relationships w ith the world and w ith others and, by basing the work on the students’ ow n social 

situations, involving learners in developing their ability to becom e actors and creators o f  culture. 

This process is praxis, the creation and transform ation o f  o n e ’s ow n world w ith the assistance and 

intervention o f  others. The im perative o f  change is a political stance and Freire argues that all 

education is political. Indeed by the end o f  his career, Freire believed that education is politics.’"*® 

For these reasons it is argued that F reire’s w ork and life offer a practical, ethical grounding and 

social theory for educators w hich provides an in-built critical optim ism  that supplants critiques that 

provoke disillusionm ent, cynicism , or nihilism  associated w ith dehum anisation. In this view  o f

Freire, The Politics o f  Education : Culture, Power, and Liberation, 4.
Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 101.
Paulo Freire and Carman St John Ftunter, Pedagogy in Process : The Letters to Guinea-Bissau (London: 

Writers and Readers Publishing Cooperative, 1978), 81.
Ira Shor and Paulo Freire, A Pedagogy fo r  Liberation : Dialogues on Transforming Education (South 

Hadley, Mass.: Bergin & Garvey Publishers, 1987), 61.
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education, the process becomes not a path to employment, not a parenthesis in life separate to the 

demands o f living, but a project “complete in itse lf’.̂ ""

A Freirean perspective finds that schools themselves are part o f  a larger cultural context, 

but that they also have their own organisational culture. According to Edgar H. Schein, 

organisational culture is the pattern o f basic assumptions that a given group has invented, 

discovered, or developed in learning to cope with its problems o f external adaptation and internal 

integration, and that have worked well enough to be considered valid, and therefore, to be taught to 

new members as the correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems.^"*^ 

Freire’s work emboldens educators to challenge their prevailing culture, be it national, 

neighbourhood or school, to name the world as they see it, to speak out against inequality, 

challenge unfairness and end a ‘culture o f silence’. In Teachers as Cultural Workers, Freire invites 

learners (teachers and students) to view themselves as an anthropologist or ethnographer exploring 

and examining the meaning o f culture and then to imagine themselves as the makers o f culture. He 

argues that the world is historically produced, but not determined. History is created by the 

consciousness of individuals in dialogue and interaction which in the process becomes culture. 

Culture is something that can be passed on, shared and  created. From this perspective, educators 

are encouraged to understand their location in a culture and position as a co-creator o f culture 

through dialogue, to understand that current circumstances are not immutable and that critical 

optimism is at the heart o f effective and significant change. Freire calls on teachers to observe well, 

to compare well, to infer well, to imagine well, to free  o n e ’s sensibilities well.-"*  ̂ To undertake this 

practice is to become sensitive to the relationships between what one does and thinks and to 

become critical o f the social, cultural and economic conditions o f the learner’s (teacher and 

student) context.

If  one accepts that matters concerning ethical deliberation and character development are 

significant to education and personal and social change, then Freire suggests that we are in the 

realm of humanisation. The process o f humanisation as conceptualised by Paulo Freire is an open- 

ended ontological vocation to act and reflect upon one’s world in order to transform it.

Freire and Hunter, Pedagogy in Process : The Letters to Guinea-Bissau, 123.
Edgar H. Schein, Organizational Culture and Leadership, 3rd ed., Jossey-Bass Business & Management 

Series. (San Francisco, Calif. ;; Jossey-Bass, 2004).
Paulo Freire, Teachers as Cultural Workers : Letters to Those Who Dare to Teach (Boulder, Colo. ; 

Oxford: Westview, 1999), 49. Italics in original text.
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Humanisation takes place in company of others, but when that process is negated by oppressive, 

unjust or exploitative relations the action becomes dehumanising. The preceding chapter developed 

a view that knowledge considered as static, objectified and bureaucratised is anti-dialogical and 

inhibits the epistemological curiosity necessary for successful or meaningful acculturation. 

However, if Irish education is influenced by the “backwash” caused by the points system '̂*'* and the 

hegemony of neoliberal economic policies it begs the question, is there a wider relevance for Paulo 

Freire’s pedagogy within such a system? When office blocks and ghost estates dot the countryside 

like Ozymandias's ‘vast and trunkless legs of stone’, one must consider the ‘sneer of cold 

com.mand’ whose rationality dictated that they be built. Edifices such as the putative headquarters 

of the Anglo-Irish bank stand ‘boundless and bare’ and schools in its shadow suffer cutbacks and 

the withdrawal of supports and it is difficult to argue that Freire’s insight that dehumanization 

marks not only those whose humanity has been stolen, but also (though in a different way) those 

who have stolen it, is not relevant today. Does the economic mythology of global neoliberalism and 

its glorification of individualism, legitimisation of financial speculation and veneration of the 

‘knowledge economy’ militate against the ethical imperative inherent in a vision of humanisation in 

Irish education? Is the traditional narrative of do well at school, go to college, get a good job, under 

severe pressure knowing what one knows about the current state of affairs in the Republic of 

Ireland? Is there an ethically based theory in which to ground one’s practice other than the 

instrumental and utilitarian market based ‘human capital theory’ and the language of marketisation 

and globalisation guided by the directives of global market economics?

This chapter will explore the foundations of and developments in Freire’s work, introduce 

key concepts that are relevant to the work of the counsellor and teacher in a secondary school and 

explore the ongoing influence of his inclusiveness and willingness to enter dialogue with others to 

develop theory and practice. Freire’s importance and much of the original theory of pedagogy 

derives from his major work, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, but perhaps Freire is as important for 

what he represents and his greatest contribution to educators is the example of his life: the 

interdependence of education, activism, work and thought with others, conceptualised as praxis. 

Whether one is speaking of Brazilian adults involved in community literacy programmes or

A ine Hyland “Entry to Higher Education in Ireland in the 21st Century” D iscussion Paper for the N C C A / 
H E A ,  2 1 s t  S e p  2 0 1 1 .  A c c e s s e d  o n l i n e :  h t t p : / / w w w . h e a . i e / f i l e s / f i l e s / f i l e / N e w s /  
1335 HEA C onference_01.pdf
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second-level students in an urban, disadvantaged school in Ireland, his influence is tangible. 

Freire’s critical optimism and emphasis on the cultural foundations o f teaching and learning are as 

relevant now as ever.

2.1 Why Freire? A Theoretical Perspective on Development and Ethical Action

Education o f any real substance requires a dialogue o f criticism and response. Failure to

question oneself, or to be answerable to the questions of others suggests stasis and a disembodied,

detached certainty. The life o f Socrates provides an illustration o f a life lived in a different time and

place that may serve as a starting point for the discussion o f the relevance and importance o f a

study o f Paulo Freire in Ireland in the twenty-first century. An education that offers anything less

than the ability to be critical o f current or received wisdom is an education o f consumers, not o f

citizens. One o f the effects o f producing a society o f consumers is that critical thought comes

secondary to the fulfilment of one’s role as a consumer and is a possible cause o f the present

economic calamity in Ireland. For example, the few critics o f the Irish economy were ignored and

even attacked by leaders such as Bertie Ahem, then Taoiseach. Ahem announced at the 2007 Irish

Congress o f Trade Unions general conference that;

Sitting on the sidelines, cribbing and moaning is a lost opportunity. I don’t know how 
people who engage in that don’t commit suicide.-"*^

Martin Buber (1878-1965) an essayist and philosopher whose articulation o f the dialogic principle

had an influence on Paulo Freire, offered the following on the oppressive conditions o f modemity

and the politicians and economics that serve to perpetuate its dehumanising machinery:

- Speechmaker, you speak too late. Just a little time ago you would have been able to 
believe in your speech, now you no longer can. For, a moment ago, you saw as I did, 
that the State is no longer led; the stokers still pile in the coal, but the leaders have 
now only the semblance o f control over the madly racing machines. And in this 
moment, as you speak, you can hear as I do that the levers o f economics are 
beginning to sound in an unusual way; the masters smile at you with superior 
assurance, but death is in their hearts. They tell you they suited the apparatus to the 
circumstances, but you notice that from now on they can only suit themselves to the 
apparatus - so long, that is to say, as it permits them. Their speakers teach you that 
economics is entering on the State's inheritance, but you know that there is nothing 
to inherit except the tyranny o f the exuberantly growing It, under which the I, less 
and less able to master, dreams on that it is the ruler.

It is now clear just how dangerous and damaging blind obedience and unquestioned acceptance o f

status quo and vested interests can be and how critiques o f  the social and political elites and the

privileged rhetoricians are necessary. Indeed, not asking the questions is more dangerous than

A ccessed  online: http://www.rte.ie/news/20Q7/0704/econom v.html 11/10/11.

Martin Buber, / a W  Thou, 2nd ed., Continuum Impacts. (London: Continuum, 2004), 42.
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asking them. There is something profound in Ahern’s comments about suicide when one considers 

that Socrates was forced to commit suicide by drinking hemlock for the crime o f critical 

questioning. Unless Socrates’ object lesson in knowing how to ask the question is heeded, the 

mistakes o f the present will go unrecognised and get reproduced. Unless those with power show an 

interest in developing critical thought at all levels in society, o f not fearing the stranger who knows 

how to ask the question, mistakes such as those that caused the current misfortunes in Ireland will 

continue to be replicated in the fiiture. Irish society has been through an age o f sophism when 

modem versions o f Socrates were ignored, silenced or ridiculed.

Freire’s work is sometimes criticised as being pertinent to the late ‘60s and early ‘70s when

a particular enthusiasm for idealistic works, utopian visions and a particular style o f left-wing

politics were au courant and is therefore not relevant to modem European and North American

societies. However, it is argued here that Freire’s belief that merely teaching an individual to read

to enable them to ‘get a good jo b ’ reveals a naivete at the core o f the educational action that is

particularly relevant today: “Merely teaching men to read and write does not work miracles; if

there are not enough jobs for men able to work, teaching more men to read and write will not create

them.” '̂*̂  Recent work by Livingstone identifies a flaw at the heart o f the project to link education

to economic advancement. He finds that there is a clear disconnect between the levels o f learning

activity in U.S., schools and the jobs and types o f employment available:

In spite o f this widespread underemployment o f existing knowledge, we continue to 
be barraged by the claim that more and better education and training initiatives are the 
solution to the lack o f decent jobs. On the contrary, the viable solution lies not in 
educational reforms but economic reforms. Organising paid work through blind 
obedience to the presumed dictates o f globally competitive markets is not the only 
choice.̂ "**

Blaming schools for the larger economic and social problems o f modem, globalised countries is not 

uncommon and the ongoing efforts to raise education standards in the U.S. and U.K. are closely 

linked to the supposed benefits that these improvements will provide for the economy. Research 

has found that reformers turn to public schools for solutions to societal problems rather than trying 

to alter dominant socioeconomic and political structures, yet the evidence is compelling that 

schools alone cannot reduce ills o f modem society such as poverty, segregation, dmg abuse and 

youth sexual a c t i v i t y . J o h n  Marsh, a professor o f English at Penn State, also dismantles the

Freire, The Politics o f Education : Culture, Power, and Liberation, 47.
Livingstone, xii. (Italics in original)
Larry Cuban, Why Is It So Hard to Get Good Schools? (New York: Teachers College Press, 2003), 59.
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notion tiiat, “ ...we can teach and learn our way out o f  poverty and i n e q u a l i t y . . M a r s h  points out

that this idea took root a century ago in the Progressive Era and has developed since, demonstrating

by statistics a growing “college premium.”^ '̂ The income differential between college graduates

and non-college graduates, insofar as it now seems natural to believe degree attainment is the

solution to poverty and inequality. There is no question that education can provide many

individuals with a route out o f poverty, but educating a workforce to feed an economy does not

change the jobs available to society as a whole. Marsh argues that the [U.S.] economy produces

more jobs that do not require degrees than jobs that do, and the relentless focus on schools to

address the questions o f inequality in an unequal society ignores entrenched class differences and

the root causes o f inequality. Marsh argues, as do Livingstone and Cuban,^^^ that we have confused

cause and effect, that in broad social terms good educational outcomes follow from equality and

not the other way around. Any assumption that education is the only answer to broad and persistent

inequality misses the central issue that, social problems will not be fixed in the classroom alone.

If you want jobs you must first research, develop, plan, risk, invest, build, develop 
markets and start selling. The result may eventually be jobs. But if you believe that the 
marketplace is in charge o f all o f  those functions - as the received wisdom o f today 
assures us - well then, you shouldn’t be promising jobs because you are abdicating any 
responsibility for the complex job-creating mechanisms. Anyway, the marketplace 
these days is into job e l i m i n a t i o n . 5̂4

The Freirean perspective o f this study developed out o f  two major concerns related to the 

points raised above. Firstly, Freire’s work illuminated a context for the economic and social 

conditions in Ireland as they have developed and the consequences for schools and students, 

particularly for its most marginalised communities. Secondly, that Freire offers a critical social 

psychology, based on a conception o f a subject as historical, dialogical and relational that offers an 

alternative, critical and optimistic theory for action. The first concern grew out o f  a dissonance in 

the author’s practice found in encouraging students to work hard and follow the rules and with the 

incentive that they will get to university or ‘get a good jo b ’. This may happen and when it does it is 

immensely satisfying. However, when this is not the case, when students do not, or cannot, access 

the social and economic infrastructures to fulfil their human potential and the promise o f the good

John Marsh, Class D ism issed  : Why We Cannot Teach o r Learn O ur Way out o f  Inequality  (N ew  York, 
N.Y.: M onthly R eview  Press, 2011), 21.
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job, then there is every possibiHty that the relationship between teacher and student has been

inauthentic, o f manipulation and instrumentality. Instrumental thinking in the past has led Irish

institutions to derive their ethos from faith and fatherland. It is worth considering that the legacy o f

nineteenth-century institutionalisation o f Irish education for the instrumental purposes of discipline

and control, has been displaced by the modem discipline o f access to credentials, certificates and

the labour market. According to Jim O ’Hara, general manager o f Intel Ireland, a twenty-first

century education must produce ‘fit-for-purpose’ people:

I have said many times that in my view the four factors that underpin the development 
o f a smart or knowledge-based economy are excellence in education, an efficient and 
growing research and developm ent (R&D) capability, a 21®'-century digital 
infrastructure and effective government policy. Education is o f  vital importance, 
especially secondary level, as producing the technologically-advanced, knowledge- 
intensive, high value-added goods and services will demand large numbers o f well- 
qualified and fit-for-purpose people.

It would seem that there is a danger that one paradigm is being replaced by another, without an

ethical grounding directing either thought or action. One paradigm promised the saving of the soul,

the new one asks for the selling o f it: both promise an end that is worth the investment, eternal

salvation or a ‘good jo b ’. What is really being taught? The human capital theories of economics

endow education with meaning only as utility. The second contribution o f a Freirean perspective is

directly related to the first. Freire’s critical social psychology that provides an analytical

perspective that provides an understanding o f human development as processual and transformative

with a dual emphasis on the development o f the teacher and the student in a dialogical and

dialectical manner within a broader socio-historical context which provides an inclusive and

acculturative vision o f the educational process that is not solely bound by the dictates o f economic

theory its instrumentalist discourse.

The complexity o f Freire’s work is due to a paradoxical perspective that is cognisant o f the 

parts but alive to the context o f the whole, dense in the best sense o f the word as it is at the same 

time philosophical and practical, moral and critical. Therefore, when one speaks of a Freirean 

perspective or theoretical framework, one must consider how his theory influenced his practice and 

that how his ideas developed through teaching, through dialogical engagement with students and 

acolytes, through revision and critique and how each interpreter o f Freire adapts and recreates his 

ideas. What is considered a “Freirean” philosophy or method is an intricate proposition to

Jim O ’Hara, “Overhauling education the smart thing to do”, Irish Times, 8/07/10.
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disentangle and perhaps the term Freirean should be better seen as a shorthand, a way o f referring 

to what is a complex package o f ideas, a “syndicate o f theories and insights” . These attributes 

make a set o f concepts generated from Freire’s work an ideal toolbox o f functions to think about 

thinking and to reflect on action. Freire’s dialogical and relational emphases contribute to theory 

for action in its own right, but also serve as a meta-theory as the careful consideration o f his work 

furnishes an ethically based educational practice and pedagogy that has built within the itself a 

problematising function for investigating inequalities and power relations, for questioning one’s 

own practice and examining the theory and research o f others. The driving force o f all o f Freire’s 

work is social and personal amelioration and at its core is a force that is rarely spoken o f in 

educational policy, economic discussions or research studies. It is reported that in his last days 

Freire said, “I could never think o f education without love and that is why 1 think I am an educator, 

first of all because 1 love.”-^’ The dialogical and relational emphases in Freire’s work find 

expression in his conceptualisation of transformation through love and is the conduit through which 

the following five key concepts are considered relevant for teaching and counselling in second 

level schools:

(i) Dialogue and Critical Optimism

(ii) Problematising and Critique: A Dialectical Approach

(iii) Praxis: Theory in Practice and Practice Grounded in Theory

(iv) Content Grounded in the Experience of the Student

(v) Humanisation: Creating Culture

If the primary mission o f education is to deliver subject matter within a discipline, the 

teacher must maintain an authority in the pedagogical process and be directive. With a Freirean 

perspective, this intervention must be undertaken with responsibility and thought as well as love, 

openness and creativity that accord with the key concepts. The responses to the questions raised by 

the discussion o f culture, identity and power in Chapter One can be developed by reflection and 

practice based on Freire’s work. Teaching or counselling are direct interventions into the world and 

life o f another and should be undertaken with ethical authenticity and theoretical grounding. One 

may argue that conceiving o f pedagogy as a set o f prescriptions, doctrine or dogma, is bound to

Paul V. Taylor, The Texts o f Paulo Freire (Buckingham: Open U.P., 1993), 5-6.
Quoted in: Gustavo Fischman, Critical Theories, Radical Pedagogies, and Global Conflicts (Lanham, 

MD ; Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2005), 175.
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either create or reproduce a sta tu s qu o, but a pedagogy based on questioning and problem atisation  

b ecom es a catalyst for reflection and action where the intervention into the life  o f  another is 

undertaken w ith the hopeftilness o f  creation and the im m anence o f  a new  reality in both the life  o f  

the teacher and the student.

Due the openness o f  these ideas, they have served as lightening rods that prom ote d iscussion  

about education and its im pact on social organisation and Freire’s work has had an abiding  

influence across a num ber o f  disciplines,^^** but it is his influence on a group o f  scholars and critical 

pedagogues such as Ira Shor,’^̂  Stanley Aronowitz,-®° Henry A. Giroux'®* and Peter McLaren^®^ 

from North A m erica and M oacir G adotti,‘ ^̂  A ntonio Faundez-^"* from Latin Am erica that has led  to 

the growth o f  critical pedagogy across the g lob e over the past three decades. An on going  

engagem ent with Freirean ideas is ev idenced  by the fact that books by Freire have continued to be 

released posthumously.^^^ A  new  generation o f  scholars has fo llow ed  in recent years with books  

published about or inspired by Freire including works by R o b e r ts ,H y s lo p -M a r g is o n  and Dale,^^’ 

M orrow and Torres,-®* Mayo,^®® Schugurensky,^^® and Darder.^^' Freire’s ideas and conceptual 

tools constantly warrant further elaboration, in v iew  o f  new  experiences and challenges  

encountered across different tim es and p laces.-’  ̂ H is work spread across the g lobe and he taught at 

bastions o f  w ealth and privilege such as the Harvard Graduate School o f  Education (H G SE). This

E.J. Hyslop-Margison and J. Dale, Paulo Freire: Teaching fo r  Freedom and Transformation: The 
Philosophical Influences on the Work o f  Paulo Freire (Springer, 2010), 2.

Shor and Freire.
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Freire, The Politics o f  Education : Culture, Power, and Liberation.
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New York Press, 1996).
264 Freire and Faundez, Learning to Question: A Pedagogy o f  Liberation.
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contradiction, if indeed this is a contradiction, is perhaps emblematic of Freire’s work as a

w h o l e . C l e a r l y ,  teachers, educators and researchers in disciplines outside of education have

found Freire’s work helpful or inspiring and widespread engagement with Freire across a range of

disciplines demonstrates that there is something in his work that encourages theoretical bridge

building, that crosses traditional boundaries and allows apparently disparate groups to address

common themes through dialogue.^’'* Freire’s perspective appealed to many and changed lives.

Donaldo Macedo writes:

Reading Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed gave me a language to critically understand the 
tensions, contradictions, fears, doubts, hopes, and “deferred” dreams that are part and 
parcel of living a borrowed and colonized cultural existence. Reading Pedagogy o f  the 
Oppressed also gave me the inner strength to begin the arduous process of 
transcending a colonial existence that is almost culturally schizophrenic: being present 
and yet not visible, being visible and yet not present.

This offered to me— and all of those who experience subordination through an 
imposed assimilation policy—a path through which we come to understand what it 
means to come to cultural voice. It is a process that always involves pain and hope; a 
process through which, as forced cultural jugglers, we can come to subjectivity, 
transcending our object position in a society that hosts us yet is alien.-’^

In Ireland it has been recognised that policy-makers, teachers, parents and students do not 

seem to share a common, convincing reassuring narrative of the aims of education.-’® However, 

this finding should not inhibit the search for a shared narrative of what education in Ireland should 

or might be. Questions that a Freirean perspective elicit include the role of Irish schools’ policies, 

ethos and other structures in taking account of the new demands of a culturally diverse society, 

changing economic circumstances and the conditions of globalisation. A Freirean perspective is 

helpful in recognising the unfinished nature of humanity and the struggle to create something 

better, socially and individually as the process of humanisation. I argue here that the major issues 

facing public education in Ireland involve the creation of new cultures and the development of 

learning and acceptance of change as a central tenet of personal and cultural identity. Indeed, my 

own dialogue with the Brazilian educator and his work has been conducted in a cross-cultural 

dialogue across distances of space and dme, differences of language and nationality, personal

Freire, The P olitics o f  Education : Culture, Power, an d  L iberation, 152.

2'''' Peter Roberts, "Ten Years On; Engaging the Work o f  Paulo Freire in the 21st Century," Studies in 
Philosophy an d  Education  26, no. 6 (2007).
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E ducational Studies 27, no. 2 (2008).

77



background and present circuinstances and yet the essences o f the ideas have found deep resonance

and meaning in one’s own work and thought.

2.2 Paulo F reire : A Dialogical Life

As the context o f Freire’s life is finnly rooted in the development o f his work and the

understanding o f both the theory and his practice, a survey o f the man and his life and their relation

to his works follows. Paulo Freire was a world renowned educator and educational philosopher

who died in 1997 at the age o f 76. He was bom  in the city o f Recife, northeastern Brazil in 1921.

His father was an officer in the military police o f the state o f Pernambuco and the family were

middle-class and held reasonably liberal political attitudes. Freire explained that his father was not

religiously affiliated, but taught him to respect the opinions o f others by respecting the religion of

Paulo’s mother, a Catholic. Paulo adopted his mother's religion, a decision also respected by his

father and Catholicism has been a veiy strong influence in the development o f  his thought. In his

youth Freire’s family faced financial hardship after the global economic crash o f 1929 and his

writings contain many instances o f anger and frustration at the economic inequalities and political

corruption in Brazil at the time.-^^ While conditions were difficult and Freire learned what hunger

meant, his family retained the vestiges o f a middle-class life, symbolised for Freire by a piano and

his father’s tie.^’* These fragments o f middle-class security did not protect Freire’s family from the

hardship and humiliations o f poverty that infomied his political and educational convictions for the

rest o f his life. Freire him self writes about learning from empathy motivated by dialogical and

dialectical thinking and being by crossing boundaries and reflecting deeply on his experiences:

A great moment o f my life was the experience o f hunger...Because my family lost its 
economic status, I was not only hungry but I also had very good friends both from the 
middle class and the working class. Being friends with kids from the working class, I 
learned the difference o f classes by seeing how their language, their clothing, their 
whole lives expressed the totality o f the class separations in society. By falling into 
poverty, I learned from experience what social class meant.

Through the efforts o f others, and his own good fortunes, Freire was able to attend university at

Recife, studying Law, Philosophy and Linguistics. Later in life Freire reflected that it was not just

luck or chance that he was able to attend university, but that access had been facilitated by his class

membership.^*® The symbols o f cultural capital that the piano and tie that Freire’s family possessed

Hyslop-Margison and Dale, 40.
Paulo Freire and Donaldo P. Macedo, Letters to Cristina : Reflections on My Life and Work (New York ; 

London: Routledge, 1996), 22.
Shor and Freire, 28-29.
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are significant reminders of tiie nature of social differentiation and distinction that is such an 

influential contribution of his work.

After receiving his doctoral degree in 1959 from the University of Recife, he was

appointed as the first Director of the University of Recife’s Cultural Extension Service. His work

led him to establish literacy programmes for peasants in north-east Brazil and it was here that he

developed a dialogically based pedagogy. His first programme in Brazil began inauspiciously, with

a group of five illiterate labourers, two of whom dropped out within the first three days.^*' As a

methodological question on which to found his practice, he asked, how can one learn democracy or

responsibility without experiencing it? His response was to develop a programme of literacy for

adults that taught not only reading, but that also developed an implicit and explicit understanding

of democratic principles with the aim of democratisation of society and the awakening o f both

individual and class consciousness. His critical and liberatory pedagogical ideas developed out of

his work as a co-equal with his learners and the method was a marriage of form and content, a

process of method and practice that served to question, educate and create new fonns of being. He

taught reading through what he termed codification, in which specific themes of culture were

identified from the peasants’ own personal experience and stories with the aim of exploring

possible alternatives. He employed sensorimotor methods, followed by naming, learning key words

to describe their context in concrete linear descriptions with stories and events from the students’

lives and as the peasants shared their stories, they reflected on the meaning in relation to their own

experiences. By naming the wider socio-political and cultural contexts, by naming the world

through the communicative process of “action-reflection” the educational process was not intended

to reproduce infomiation as it existed, but to help students become better people and to make the

lives of others better, to humanise. This is the ethical foundation of Freire’s work:

To exist, humanly, is to name the world, to change it. Once named, the world in its 
turn reappears to the namers as a problem and requires of them a new naming. Human 
beings are not built in silence, but in word, in work, in action-reflection.^*^

Perhaps it was the context of the economic fall from grace in the 1930s that caused Freire to

develop the understanding that poverty was not something that one chooses, but something that is

inflicted upon one by circumstances, often beyond one’s control. If the economic shocks after 1929

Paulo Freire, Education fo r  C ritical Consciousness, Continuum Impacts. (London ; N ew  York: 
Continuum, 2005), 42.
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influenced his ethically based ideas about pedagogy, so too did the political climate o f the 1960s, as

Brazil emerged from a colonial experience and began the process o f developing a nation state:

Upon a feudal economic structure and a social structure within which men were 
defeated, crushed and silenced, we superimposed a social and political forni which 
required dialogue, participation, political and social responsibility, as well as a degree 
o f social and political solidarity which we had not yet attained.

In this context, education became an increasingly important task in a society undergoing a social

transformation and influenced the development o f his thought that social and political solidarity is

a personally and socially enriching experience and democracy is not a gift, but something that is

fought for wand worked for.

While Freire’s ideas and work are very much rooted in the experiences o f his youth, it is

certainly not only biography or family circumstance that led to his becoming the radical educator

he did.̂ *"* Freire expressly recognises the centrality o f Brazilian history and culture in his personal

and intellectual development. The unique history and cultural fusion o f African cults, Indian

customs, Roman Catholicism, sexually pennissive social mores, and a mach sexist culture founded

on patriarchy, slavery and class oppression was certainly o f an influential nature. Again, external

historical forces influenced new paths in his thinking after a coup d ’etat in April 1964, when found

him self again at the mercy o f the vicissitudes o f life. Freire was arrested and brought from his

home to the military base in Recife where he was imprisoned. He writes about the impact o f the

coup on his previously naive political thinking:

After the coup, I was really bom again with a new consciousness o f politics, education 
and transfonnation. You can see this in my first book Education for Critical 
Consciousness. I don’t make reference there to the political nature o f education. This 
reveals some o f my naivete back then. But I was able to learn about that history. All 
these things taught me how we needed a political practice in society that would be a 
permanent process for freedom, which would include an education that liberates.^*®

As reactions to his ideas, and his own understandings have changed and developed over time, the

core o f  his work remained rooted in his original insights about equality, empathy and dialogue.

Freire began to fonnulate a philosophy o f education that would name the reluctance to perceive the

structures o f illiteracy, to distinguish between illiteracy and political illiteracy and the relationship

between the two, and the failure to understand how power is imposed and the status quo is

283 Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness, 28.
2**'' Taylor, 15.
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perpetuated. Silence and various forms of resistance in answer to the violence o f power have

appeared as themes from his own early studies on education in Brazil to his final words:

The Brazilian present has been enveloped by these colonial legacies: silence and the 
resistance to it - the search for a voice - and the rebelliousness that must become more 
critically revolutionary. This was the central theme o f my academic thesis..

When he developed his literacy programme for peasants and favela dwellers Freire created a

‘method’ and an anti-method, that aimed to not only teach adults to read, but to raise consciousness

o f inequality and internalized oppression and to break the silences and recognise resistance to

oppression as a complex, paradoxical psychological reaction.

Freire spent some time in prison under the new military regime, but was then exiled to 

Chile where he went to work for UNESCO where his pedagogy was further refined and developed 

within the specific cultural, social and historical contexts o f his experiences there from 1964 to 

1969 where he continued writing.^*** His experiences and reflections drove Freire to find that 

inequalities are inherent in social relations and, by extension, relations o f power in education must 

be recognised and addressed by both thought and action. His insight is that education is political 

and either legitimates and reproduces existing economic, social, cultural relations, or challenges 

and questions existing inequalities and oppressions. Educational actions may be unintentional, but 

are never neutral, they either oppress and dehumanise or liberate and humanise. In teaching and 

working with the poorer sections o f society, Freire did not just notice the differences, he did not 

condemn or judge the poorer children for their ‘deficiencies’, but he experienced, reflected and 

eventually acted to try change the world with them.

It is clear from this discussion that Freire was inspired by life experiences to perceive the 

impact o f  social phenomena on one’s ability to access certain types o f learning and the social status 

that can this can provide the a fundamental issue in the relationship between education and society. 

However, Freire also emphasises the creative, imaginative and transformative aspects o f the 

teaching and learning relationship: “As I become this creative agent o f history at the same time that 

1 am reinvented by history, as I exist in and with the w o r l d . . . R a t h e r  than proposing a static 

theory about educational practice as reproductive and mechanical, it might be better to say that 

Freire proposes a set o f  ideas with which one can theorise about education and learning as one

2*7 Freire, Letters to Cristina : Reflections on My Life and Work, 87.
John Holst, "Paulo Freire in Chile, 1964—1969: Pedagogy of the Oppressed in Its Sociopolitical Economic 

Context," Harvard Educational Review 76, no. 2 (2006).
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engages w ith the learning process. In this way, as Freire argued, teachers uncover generative 

them es based on their em erging know ledge o f  students and their sociocultural backgrounds, the 

w ay students perceive them selves and their interrelationships w ith other people and their social 

reality. A ccording to K incheloe, this inform ation is essential to the critical pedagogical act as it 

helps teachers understand how  their pupils m ake sense o f  schooling and their lived worlds and how  

students m ake meaning.^^®

2.3 Key Concepts: Generating Themes for Action

....th e  only sound procedure is the conscientizafao o f  the situation, w hich should 
be attem pted from  the start o f  the them atic investigation.^^'

-Paulo Freire

2.3.1 Dialogue and Critical Optimism

Hope is an ontological requirem ent for hum an beings.2^- 
-Paulo Freire

M ichael F u llan ’s research has found the conditions o f  teaching are rem arkably sim ilar 

around the world. He finds that a sense o f  alienation, fragm entation and pessim ism  pervades the 

profession and that in the past tw enty years the conditions o f  teaching have deteriorated: stress and 

alienation are at an all-tim e high; a rise in the range o f  educational goals and expectations for 

schools has occurred at the sam e tim e as a transfer o f  fam ily and societal problem s to the school is 

in process; the im position o f  m ultiple disconnected refonn  initiatives from  above present 

intolerable conditions for sustained educational developm ent and satisfying w ork experiences.^^^ 

R ather than dw elling on the desperate situations that arise in teaching and that cause cynicism  and 

pessim ism , Freire calls for a position o f  inform ed hope for change, or “critical optim ism ” . Henry 

A. G iroux, w ho was heavily influenced by Freire, em ploys the phrase “educated hope” to im ply the 

sam e attitude o f  realism , questioning and optim ism  that is im plied by the term  ‘critical op tim ism ’ 

em ployed here. Freire wrote that, “We need critical hope the way a fish needs unpolluted w ater.” -’"*

The personal experience o f  poverty and prison have inform ed F reire’s w orldview  and it is 

helpful to know  o f  these experiences in understanding the developm ent o f  his pedagogy. These 

experiences did not engender alienation, pessim ism  or spitefulness, and rather than succum bing to

J.L. Kincheloe, Critical Pedagogy: Primer (Peter Lang, 2008), 20.
Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 119.
Freire and Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Heart, 44.
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those fatalistic traps which he finds anathema to change, Freire was able to respond with a 

dialogically driven critical optimism to generate change. He recognised that injustices from the past 

influence the psychology and social relations o f the present, but that while these forms o f 

oppression are delimiting, they are not defining, fixed or deterministic. Silence and acceptance are 

a response to inequality and oppression, but so are resistance and solidarity. Critical optimism, 

according to Freire, grows out o f self awareness and empathy, o f developing a perspective that 

views culture or society as an unfinished project, not as an inextricably given artefact. Silent 

acceptance o f what is given is antithetical to dialogue and optimism, and it is associated with 

acquiescence to historical determinism and fatalism.

Dialogue is engaged in for the dual purpose o f exploring knowledge by challenging

silences, and for the fostering o f critical or self-reflection as an intervention in life to change it. The

word dialogue comes from the Greek dialogos meaning “the word” and dia meaning ‘through’.

The etymology is in accordance with Freire’s understanding o f dialogical pedagogy, which is not

just a methodology based on discussion and problem solving, but a much deeper, epistemological

and ontological understanding where the reading o f the word is integrated with a reading o f the

world, with process rather than outcome as the aim. The philosophy o f dialogue, the meeting of

two people to make something new, is perhaps the most significant basis for his pedagogy;

“Dialogue is a moment where humans meet to reflect on their reality as they make and remake

it.”2̂ 5 In this sense dialogue is collaborative, participatory, relational, social and transfonnative, not

catechetical. It becomes the way o f exploring the nature o f day-to-day relationships and

communications as well as being directed at developing consciousness and it is therefore the way

in which one both understands and creates the world. Therefore critical dialogue should not be

simply technical, should not be manipulative or instrumental, but should aim to be transfonnative,

creative and intentional:

I th ink... that first o f all we should understand liberating dialogue not as a technique, a 
mere technique, which we can use to help us get some results. We also cannot, must 
not, understand dialogue as a kind o f tactic we use to make students our friends. This 
would make dialogue a technique for manipulation instead o f illumination.
On the contrary, dialogue must be understood as something taking part in the very 
historical nature o f human beings. It is part o f our historical progress in becoming 
human beings. That is, dialogue is a kind o f necessary posture to the extent that 
humans have become more and more critically communicative beings. Dialogue is a 
moment where humans meet to reflect on their reality as they make and remake it. 
Something else: To the extent that we are communicative beings who communicate to

Shor and Freire, 98.
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each other as we become more able to transform our reality, we are able to know that 
we know, which is something more than just knowing.-®^

One recalls the sophists and the demand in Ancient Greece for education that was partly for

genuine knowledge, but mostly reflective o f a desire for learning that would lead to political

success. Taking the role as Socrates, Freire asks, does this have to bel By adopting a dialogical

approach, Freire recognises that society or culture is fluid and that hope and optimism arise when,

by exploring the context o f one’s socio-political situation, one recognises that perhaps one has been

socially and individually conditioned, but not determined. The fliture is problematic, not decided.

By imagining other possibilities or seeking others with whom one may dialogue about change, a

static or reified view o f culture is rejected and a critical optimism is engendered.

In his early writings he advocated the development of critical consciousness or

conscientizagao, defined as the human ability to critically analyse and transform the world.^^^

According to Freire, critical consciousness is characterised by depth o f interpretation; by avoiding

preconceived notions when perceiving and analysing problems; by refusing to transfer

responsibility and rejecting passive positions; by a soundness of argument; by practice o f dialogue

rather than polemics; by receptivity to the new and not mere rejection o f the old. As one develops

critical consciousness one moves to complex and healthier forms o f personal identity development,

but this is not the ultimate goal. Rather, Freire argues that there is an iterative, creative and

transformative relationship between the teacher and the learner, where both individuals are caught

within a larger socio-cultural context where the individual positions are historically created, but

crucially, dialogue also provides the exit and makes possible freedom and liberation when hope and

history converge. In The Cure at Troy, Irish poet Seamus Heaney’s version o f Sophocles’

Philoctetes, he presents an often quoted vision o f history as the creator of the present, but also as

the location o f potential for change and optimism pregnant in the present:

History says. Don't hope 
On this side o f  the grave.
But then, once in a lifetime 
The longed-for tidal wave 
O f justice can rise up.
A nd hope and history rhyme.

So hope fo r  a great sea-change
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On the fa r  side o f  revenge.
Believe that a further shore 
Is reachable from  here?^^

The resulting insight is that individual being and historical understanding is a process o f becoming

that calls learners, both teacher and student, into the ontological vocation o f becoming through a

permanent process o f  searching. Recognising one’s unfmishedness demands the rejection of

historicist and deterministic thought that creates the potential for change and ethical a c t i o n . T h i s

new unfinished, ethical perspective requires social responsibility and engagement in the task o f

transforming society.^®' The ethics o f critical optimism and dialogue have, in the words o f Heaney,

a “tidal-wave o f justice” as their raison d ’etre. It is argued that optimism and hope, authenticity and

honesty in the struggle for social change are core attributes o f Freire’s work that have particular

relevance for counselling and teaching.

The antithesis o f dialogical critical optimism is silence and dehumanisation. This is not the 

silence of choice or of a thoughtfijl and reflective o f disposition, but is rather a response to 

domination related to asymmetrical power relations in cultural and social relations. Silence in this 

sense is not the peaceful or contemplative absence o f noise, but the imposition o f a dominance, o f 

censoring, o f indifference to the voices from the margins or o f the marginalised and suggests a 

response o f mutism o f the behalf o f the oppressed in face o f the overwhelming force o f  oppression 

and feelings o f powerlessness or exclusion. When recognised by dominant powers it is viewed as 

docility, delinquency or recalcitrance. There is little recognition that these symptoms may be 

epiphenomenal responses to marginalization and the result o f unequal structural and power 

relations. Freire has tenned the boundaries in social life that the constrain individuals and inhibit 

individual flourishing by creating silences as limit situations.^®^ There are three responses to the 

presence of limit situations: believing they cannot be removed; not wishing them to be removed; 

knowing the limits and wishing them to be removed.

The culture o f  silence is a result o f the relations o f domination and the exercise o f power 

and recognises that this relationship goes beyond purely verbal or physical manipulation as

Seamus Heaney and Sophocles, The Cure at Troy : A Version o f Sophocles's Philoctetes (London: Faber, 
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Dr. Michael O’Rourke, Lecture Notes “Interculturalism, Multiculturalism and MCT Counselling: Paulo 
Freire” (1921-1997).
303 Freire and Freire, Pedagogy o f Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, See note: 181-183.
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manifest expressions of power. Freire, influenced by Erich Fromm, adds a depth-psychological

dimension to his understanding of oppression.^®^ Oppression here is not simply an extemal act of

coercion, it is an internalised form of servile consciousness that penetrates into the identity of the

dependent subject, rendering liberation all the more difficult as dominant groups continue to

preserve cultural hegemony and o p p ressio n .O p p ressed  people internalize negative images of

themselves (images created and imposed by the oppressor) and feel incapable of self-governance,

feel ignorant and become dependent on the culture of the oppressors, the so-called experts and

specialists in society. The needs of the oppressed and the knowledge gained from their own

experience is not deemed as a legitimate cultural fonn and devalued and considered inferior.

Therefore, the culture of silence is the outcome of historical conditioning imposed by social

relations of po we r . I n e q u a l i t y  and coercion are anti-dialogical and serve to reinforce existing

limit situations by reproducing and reinforcing silence and oppression. Limit acts however are the

defeat of the given, the rejection of a docile, passive acceptance of what ‘is’ and are directed at

overcoming, rather than passively accepting the given. Freire demanded acts to end to the

“culture of silence” in which oppressed people in colonised countries or marginalised groups in

wealthy countries are silenced or ignored by dominant groups or the powerful through control of

the schools and other institutions.

As early as 1965, Freire employed the term “violence” to name the underlying social

relations of domination.^®* He identified violence as a major theme in Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed:

“Violence is initiated by those who oppress, who exploit, who fail to recognise others as persons—

not by those who are oppressed, exploited, and unrecognised.” ®̂̂ This theme was later employed

by Pierre Bourdieu as “symbolic violence” in education.^'® Freire describes the objectification that

results from unequal relations of domination and subjugation:

Every relationship of domination, of exploitation, of oppression, is by definition 
violent, whether or not the violence is expressed by drastic means. In such a 
relationship, dominator and dominated alike are reduced to things—the former 
dehumanised by an excess of power, the latter by a lack of it. And things cannot love.
When the oppressed legitimately rise up against their oppressor, however, it is they

Morrow and Torres, 96.
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who are usually labeled ‘violent,’ ‘barbaric,’ ‘inhuman,’ and ‘cold.’ (Among the 
innumerable rights claimed by the dominating consciousness is the right to define 
violence, and to locate it. Oppressors never see themselves as violent.)^"

Freire saw oppression in education as the concrete manifestation o f dehumanisation as a

consequence o f wider cultural structures, policies and ideologies. In the Freirean pedagogy, based

on the twin pillars o f  critical optimism and dialogue, the learner becomes a subject in gaining and

experimenting with knowledge and by breaking the culture o f  silence, the learner is no longer an

“object” o f others’ will, but can become a self-determining subject.

Freire has received criticism regarding his use o f the term oppression by both supporters^ 

and detractors^’  ̂ o f his work. Taylor detects a dualism or Manichaeism in Freire’s work that results 

in a polarisation in thinking and argues that Freire has not adequately defined the tenns 

‘oppressed’ and ‘oppressors’ and, therefore, seems to elide culture with class without adequate 

differentiation, resulting in a major dislocation in Freire’s writing and practice.^'"* Freire, however, 

agues persuasively that the construction and definition o f oppression is critical, because that will in 

turn define the cultural actions which fo llo w .^ A c c o rd in g ly , the nature o f  the oppression 

determines the tactics^'® and I argue that many groups and individuals face oppression in their 

lives, from abuse, bullying, neglect, socio-political inequalities and psycho-social factors among 

various other fonns inequality and silence. In education silence and oppression deny subjectivity, 

the student voice, suppress creativity and cultural recognition, and reinforce patterns of oppression 

and marginalization through existing social relations. In this way, education against oppression is 

not simply a fight for representation o f marginalised groups and individuals, it is also intended to 

address the social and economic roots o f the forms o f oppression people face and, therefore, the 

transfomiation o f social relations producing and reproducing oppression. Speaking o f a culture of 

silence and understanding the presence and effects o f  oppression allows one to identify some o f the 

key problems o f learning under conditions o f dependency and fear. Dialogue, with an optimism 

that is not complacent, but in the possession o f a critical faculty, creates a subjectivity that requires 

the student voice which, in turn demonstrates respect for a culture or subculture. Furthermore,
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openness to dialogue is an act against limit situations and by naming oppression, opens paths to 

create new culture.

A concrete ethic is at the heart o f dialogue and critical optimism: an ongoing process of

change and accommodation and creating culture out of what has gone before through a critical

analysis o f  the present by employing a flexibility and open-mindedness to new and challenging

ideas and situations. Theoretical physicist David Bohm has written about his view o f dialogue as

transformative and creative:

The picture or image this derivation suggests is o f a stream o f  meaning flowing among 
us and through us and between us. This will make possible a flow o f meaning in the 
whole group, out o f which will emerge some new understanding. This will make 
possible a flow o f meaning in the whole group, out o f which may emerge some new 
understanding. It’s something new, which may not have been in the starting point at 
all. It’s something creative. And this shared meaning is the ‘glue’ or ‘cement’ that 
holds people and societies together.^

Bohm argued that dialogue offers the possibility for a transformation o f the nature o f

consciousness, both individually and collectively.^'* The aim here is to present a foundation for the

development o f a set o f  ideas for action in counselling and teaching in a second-level school.

Dialogue and critical optimism are core ideas for understanding how power and unquestioned

obedience and adherence to authority creates silences and accepts limit situations, but also how

power and oppression implicate and oppress not only those who are oppressed, but also those in

positions o f power who collude with the process. It is it is vital to appreciate that a Freirean

perspective provides educators and students with a way out o f this existential cul-de-sac. Freire

argues for a dialogical and rational response to change that is practical and subjective;

...by soundness o f argument, by the practice o f dialogue rather than polemics; by 
receptivity to the new for reasons beyond mere novelty and by the good sense not to 
reject the old just because it is old - by accepting what is valid in both old and 
new. '̂^

A dialogical education must also be a dialectical education. By rejecting the homogenisation o f 

knowledge, knowledge itself is problematised, and exploiting the contradictions in knowledge as it 

presents itself, new knowledge is created in a dialectical fashion.

David Bohm and Lee Nichol, On Dialogue (London: Routledge, 1996), 7. 
Ibid., in Foreward.
Freire, Education fo r  Critical Consciousness, 14.



2.3.2 Problem atising and Critique: A D ialectical Approach

D o I  contradict m yself?
Very w ell then I  contradict myself,
(I am large, I  contain multitudes.)

-W alt W hitm an, Song o f  M yself.

M any people say I am a contradictory m an, and I say I have the right to be
contradictory. Let m e be in peace w ith m y contradictions.

-Paulo Freire.

A ny understanding o f  F reire’s w ork m ust take account o f  the tw in pillars o f  C hrist and M arx. 

M arxist dialectical m aterialism  is an essential com ponent o f  F reire’s pedagogical epistem ology. So 

w as radical Christian love and social action. The road that Freire w alked with M arx and C hrist led 

him  from  im poverished northeastern Brazil in the 1960s, through the developm ent o f  a critical 

pedagogy in w hich he am algam ated liberation theology ethics and the progressive im pulses in 

education. B inding these disparate influences together is an exam ple o f  a dialectical approach to 

critical thinking: problem atising and critique. As a result o f  his dialectical approach, Freire found 

room  for both M arx and Christ in his life and by reconciling and accom m odating the tw o, he was 

able to find room  for both analysis and love, theory and practice in his pedagogy. This concept 

builds on the previous section’s illum ination o f  critical optim ism  and dialogue to introduce a m ore 

theoretical approach that expresses dialogue as dialectal thinking and critical optim ism  as critique. 

It takes account o f  the m ore philosophical and scholarly influences on F reire’s w ork than the 

practical insights presented the previous section. D ialogue and optim ism  are insufficient alone, 

critique and opposition are necessary elem ents o f  the pedagogical process. A ccording to G adotti, 

dialogue w ithout opposition in this sense m ay serve as, “ ...allurem ent, and education, w ith the aim  

o f  reaching a false conclusion, a unity w ithout t e n s i o n s . . . T h r o u g h  critique and dialectics, 

configurations o f  pow er can be illum inated, shining a light on structured and reproduced 

inequalities.

I f  F reire’s ideas are abstracted from  their theoretical M arxist context, or if  the foundational 

nature o f  love in his pedagogy is rem oved, the precision o f  his analysis and revolutionary or 

transform ative intent o f  his w ork will be m issed. For M arx, dialectic m eant concrete

™  Quoted in: Taylor, 2.
Gadotti, 4-5.
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contradictions in society that can only be resolved through social change, and a dialectical 

approach was a way o f studying society that focused on contradictions and reciprocal relations 

between actors and structures. This dialectical approach was employed by Freire to understand 

everyday situations by analysing in a dynamic and historical manner the tensions caused by 

existing contradictions. While for Marx, dialectic represented the actual movement o f history, 

rather than the process o f thinking, it was the dialectical approach to thought that he appropriated 

from Marx that allowed Freire to consider simultaneously the possibilities and limits o f practical 

p r o b l e m s . T h e  critique at the heart o f Freire’s dialectics is the process o f human thoughtfulness 

to identify and uncover underlying social interests or implications by moving beyond the accepted 

and the given, towards an awareness o f how sociohistorical ideologies shape consciousness. The 

dialectic described by Freire, via Hegel and Marx, is the reciprocal connections and relationships 

between the ideas o f the human mind and the real conditions o f  m an’s existence.

The word dialogue may be employed by oppressors or bureaucrats as a sop to avoid true 

engagement or to cover inequalities or domination and present reality as nothing other than a 

dichotomous either/or, right/wrong. The presentation o f political ideas through polarised debates 

based on for and against suggests a fairness and equal balance that is concealed by a rhetoric of 

choice. True dialogue in Freire’s work, assumes that knowledge is not something that can be 

deposited in another, or presented as an indisputable system or set of facts, but rather as something 

that is contested, perspectival and negotiable. It is through the process o f dialogue the encounter 

achieves significance. Learning through dialogue is the act o f  “naming” the world through the 

word: it is in speaking their word that people, by naming the world, transform it.^^  ̂ If a dialogue 

begins in hope it must proceed by recognising that the word and the world exist in a dialectical, 

processual and contradictory relationship. As a consequence, the dialectical view o f the future is 

nondeterministic, not either/or, but instead is charged with many possibilities as individuals 

formulate their own interpretations o f reahty and seek to transform that same reality in action with 

others. In Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, Freire explains that problem-posing education is where 

“ ...people develop their power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world with which and 

in which they find themselves; they come to see the world not as a static reality but as a reality in

Schugurensky, Paulo Freire, 158. Gadotti, 4.
Hyslop-Margison and Dale, 107-115.
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the process, in transformation.” -̂® It is the very incompleteness and problematising nature of 

Freire’s pedagogy and epistemology that gives it vigour as dialectical knowledge is never fially 

realised, but is continually imagined, struggled for and transformed in association with others.

Dialectical thinking is founded on the idea that all things are processes and these processes 

are in development or change and this change is driven by the tension between the two; it is the 

antithesis o f dichotomistic thinking. Freire started with basic experience o f dialogue, but was 

concerned with putting individual issues in social context and in relationship to contingencies so 

that participants could see the commonality o f  their stories, thus begiiming the desire for action on 

new awareness. Freire identifies M arx’s historical materialism as essential for the development o f a 

critical context for understanding social relations and perpetuation o f opposition and inequality, but 

he is insistent that one is not bound by the historicism o f oppressive structures. Instead, the 

conception o f history and culture as process is explained in a dialectical relationship with the 

present and therefore, it is not a Marxist dialectical materialism, which is material, scientific and 

deterministic in nature and the outcome o f an inexorable process o f historical social and economic 

evolution which he proposes.^-’ He rejects such a mechanistic view o f reality based on a classical 

Marxist model. Rather, Freire’s dialectics are a dynamic and undetermined process in which a non- 

mechanistic conception o f history evolves as the present is transfomied, while the future takes on a 

problematic or undetennined character: “The future is not what it needs to be, but what ever we 

make o f it in the present.”^̂ * He employs a dialectical view o f the construction o f knowledge and 

change, with the ultimate goal being freedom and humanisation for the teacher and learner. The 

dialectical interplay between history and culture develops the potential for individuals to create 

identities even while they are making the very history and culture that shape them. This dialectical 

critique provides an approach that does not necessitate an either/or dichotomisation o f thinking, but 

instead recognises a developmental process where contradictory relations between partialities and 

the totality exist in dialogue.

By employing the Hegelian master-slave dialectic to analyse the relationship between the 

consciousness o f the master and the consciousness o f  the oppressed, Freire illustrates the 

significance o f the symbiotic nature of oppression and the impact on both oppressor and

Ibid., 83. (Italics in the original)
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oppressed.^^^ Hegel states: “The one is independent, and its essential nature is to be for itself; the

other is dependent, and its essence is life or existence for another. The former is the Master, or

Lord, the latter the Bondsman.”^̂ ® Freire’s pedagogy is dialectical in its drive towards

reconciliation between the oppressed and the oppressor. Accordingly, education must begin with

the solution o f the teacher-student contradiction, by reconciling the poles o f the opposition so that

both are simultaneously teachers and s t u d e n t s . B y  developing a dialectical epistemology and

pedagogy, the individual and the social, teaching and learning, freedom and authority are fully

connected and interdependent.

Freire also writes o f love, a dimension o f the educational process that is conspicuous in its

absence for most if not all o f literature in educational research. There are clearly difficulties in

categorising or delineating its meaning in the school setting, but this does not mean it should be

ignored altogether as a concept in education. Peter Mayo finds that Freire’s view o f love is the

attempt to reconcile opposites: “It is love which lies at the heart o f the struggle to solve the

contradiction o f opposites which is part and parcel o f a dialectical approach to learning.. The

act o f committing to dialogue and to others is the ethic that informs the idea o f love in this

pedagogy. Being fully cormected and open to interdependence is love, where love is at the same

time the foundation o f dialogue and the dialogue itself:

If  I do not love the world —  if  I do not love life —  if I do not love people —  I cannot
enter into dialogue.^^^

Darder argues that love is the foundation for Freire’s pedagogical vision and finds that a Freirean 

approach to knowledge is not concerned solely with the cognitive aspects of learning, it involves 

conceiving o f the educators and learners as “integral human beings” in an educational process that 

has love at its core.^^'^ This force permeates his work and has Christ at its core as a symbolic figure 

for representing values o f love and social equality, and consequently, Freire's work has from the 

beginning been regarded as a resource for Christian social activism. Freire was immersed in the 

Catholic Church and maintained strong religious beliefs throughout his life. In spite o f the
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influence o f  M arxism  in his thought, he claim ed that he did not see any contradiction in this and

always found a place for Christ in his w ork and theory. A ccording to Freire:

... m y ‘m eetings’ w ith M arx never suggested to me to stop ‘m eeting’ Christ. I never 
said to M arx: ‘Look, M arx, really C hrist w as a baby, Christ w as naive.’ And I also 
never said to Christ, ‘Look, M arx was a m aterialistic and terrible m an .’ I always spoke 
to both o f  them in a very loving way. You see, I feel com fortable in this position. 
Som etim es people say to m e that I am contradictory. M y answ er is that I have the right 
to be contradictory, and secondly, I don ’t consider m yself contradictory in this.^^®

However, ju s t as he did not sw allow  M arx’s historical m aterialism , Freire sim ilarly critiqued his

own acceptance o f  the C hurch’s palliative theology that explained undeserved injustice today by

the prom ise o f  an earned happiness later.^^’ In Pedagogy  he explicitly linked fatalism  with

mythology:

Fatalism  in the guise o f  docility is the fruit o f  an historical and sociological situation, 
not an essential characteristic o f  a people's behaviour. It alm ost alw ays is related to the 
pow er o f  destiny or fate or fortune— inevitable forces— or to a distorted view  o f God.
Under the sway o f  m agic and m yth, the oppressed ... see their suffering, the fruit o f  
exploitation, as the will o f  God— as i f  G od were the creator o f  this “organised 
disorder.”^̂**

Freire identified and accepted the centrality o f  Christian thought in his work. In Letters to Cristina,

while distancing h im self from the dogm atism  and fundam entalism  associated w ith religious belief,

he acknow ledges its prim acy in the developm ent o f  his thought:

Som ething else explains m y political pedagogical beliefs, som ething that cannot be 
underestim ated, m uch less rejected; som ething that was never understood by 
authoritarian Christians, w ho are contrary, sectarian and fundam entalist: m y Christian 
upbringing.^^®

F reire’s C atholicism  has been closely related to the m ore liberal thinking associated w ith the 

Second Vatican Council (1965), w hich dem onstrated a broadening o f  Catholic sociocultural policy 

and strategy tow ards the broader civil s o c i e t y . I n d e e d ,  it is the com bination o f  the rebirth o f  

M arxist thought in Latin A m erica in the 1960s and the subsequent reverberations o f  ideas in the 

w orks o f  others current at the tim e had a significant influence on Freire. A s a result, Freire has been 

associated with the Catholic left and his thought is considered a source o f  inspiration for a theology 

o f  liberation in Latin America.^"" Liberation theology was a pow erful political response to the
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social injustice and poverty that Catholic priests found in their work and for a variety o f  cultural

and historical reasons, the Catholic Church has been seen as a radical and socially progressive

force for good in Latin America while remaining a globally powerful, conservative force. Though

Freire’s work has been associated with liberation theology and broader social Christian movements,

it is argued that, while plausible, it is not a necessity that such links be made.^"*  ̂ Mayo however

finds that it in all the influences on his work, the constant connection was between Freire and the

liberation theology movement. Whatever the perspective, it is impossible to isolate a Christian

humanist perspective from Freirean pedagogy. It is perhaps love that is the core motivating factor

o f human existence and the source of his teleological reasoning and ontological purpose:

A taste for freedom, a love for life that makes us afraid o f losing it and places us in a 
permanent search, an incessant pursuit o f  being more as a possibility, never as a 
destiny or fate, constitutes human nature. One o f the things that pleases me the most 
about being a person is knowing that the history that shapes me and which I shape is 
about possibilities, not detenuinism. That is why, in facing the possibility o f being or 
not being, I see my struggle gain meaning.

However one views the development o f Freire’s thought, whether it was a product o f his 

historical era and simply reflective o f the intellectual horizon o f the time when many were 

influenced by the living embodiment o f Marxism in the emblematic figures o f Ernesto “Che” 

Guevara and Fidel Castro and the growth o f Liberation Theology and Catholic social teaching, 

Marxist and Christian humanist religious foundations are all pervasive in Freire’s work. He also 

draws on a broad range o f writings and employs influences from eclectic mix o f leading thinkers in 

philosophy, educational theory, theology, political science, sociology, anthropology, history and 

linguistics. A list o f Marxist, Christian and humanist influences on Freire would include the 

following: C. Wright Mills, Leszek Kolakowski, Karel Kosik, Eric Fromm, Antonio Gramsci, Karl 

Mannheim, Jean Paul Sartre, Herbert Marcuse, Pierre Furter, Mao, Che Guevara, Franz Fanon, 

Albert Memmi, John Dewey, Lev Vygotski, Amilcar Cabral, Martin Buber, Teilhard de Chardin, 

Jacques Maritain, Karl Jaspers, the Christian Personalism theory o f Emanuel Mounier and Tristian 

de Atiade.^''^ Perhaps because of his understanding o f Marxist critique, Freire did not 

unquestioningly follow the dictates o f the Catholic Church. In a similar fashion, held no truck with 

the dogmatic, authoritarian and anti-democratic, Marxist-Leninist parties and governments around
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the world. Both dogmatic and fundamentalist religion and Stalinist epistemologically and 

ideologically closed politics became manifestations for Freire o f the use o f words and their 

interpretation as tools to dominate and dehumanise others. He was opposed to uncritical acceptance 

o f ideas and instrumental learning, whether it relates to learning to prepare one for the labour 

market or for life in the next world and in the basic assumptions o f his work lies a dialectical 

epistemology and force for interpreting the development o f human consciousness in its 

relationships with reality.

A dialectical orientation is perhaps a necessity in the twenty-first century as cultures have

become more open and one o f the conditions o f modernity is that knowledge is more openly

available. However, in contrast, culture is also subject to powerful stabilising forces and in culture

shock, people become epistemologically closed or frightened by change and the unknown and

retreat to shibboleths or slogans. The aim of dialectical critique and problematising is to debunk the

anti-humanist idea that individuals are mere puppets or players on a stage that unquestioningly or

passively acquiesce to the institutional demands or prescriptions o f a system or bureaucracy.

Education must prepare individuals to challenge demagoguery and propaganda that thrive on

dichotomistic thinking and fundamentalist language. Critique, in a dialectical manner, opens those

in positions o f power who are the beneficiaries o f asymmetrical power relations to questions of

how people are oppressed through no fault o f their own. This dialectic is grounded in responding to

the dilemmas o f freedom and authority presented by Hegel’s master-slave dialectic and M arx’s

theory o f praxis and turns on: “ ...subordinating the master-slave dialectic o f struggle within a more

encompassing theory o f praxis as mutual recognition in communicative d i a l o g u e . F r e i r e

emphasises the need to lead the oppressor to see how reification (depersonalising or objectifying

another) dehumanises the oppressor as well as the oppressed and his principal concern lies with

social transformation through the dialectical education o f both the oppressors and the oppressed;

My perspective is dialectical and phenomenological. I believe that from where we 
have to look to overcome this opposed relationship between theory and praxis: 
surmounting that should not be done at an idealistic level. From a scientific diagnosis 
o f this phenomenon, we can state the requirement for education as a cultural action. 
Cultural action for liberation is a process through which the oppressor consciousness 
‘living’ in the oppressed consciousness can be extracted.^'**
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By linking social and individual change and Marxist critique and Christian humanism in a

dialectically recursive and critical framework that questions its own assumptions that Freire has

developed a pedagogical epistemology that facilitates the empowerment o f educators to, if not

become sociologists, then to develop a sociological i m a g i n a t i o n . T h i s  model demands that the

teacher/thinker question one’s own assumptions and beliefs (as Freire questioned Marx and Christ)

to develop critique with a heart. Dialectical thinking such as this encourages teachers in urban

schools to acknowledge and exploit critically the unity between theory and practice and action and

reflection to encourage students to gain a critical purchase o f their social location, to achieve a

“radical form o f b e i n g . T h i s  relationship is founded on the dialectics o f love:

The raison d'etre o f libertarian education...lies in its drive towards reconciliation. 
Education must begin with the solution o f the teacher-student contradiction, by 
reconciling the poles o f the contradiction so that both are simultaneously teachers and 
students.^^'

Therefore, Freire’s work itself is not a set o f prescriptions, it is a theory and a metatheory 

constructed by and creating internal oppositions and contradictions, making stasis temporary, 

indeed harmful when it is associated with repressive power. If  the aim o f a critical stance and of 

problematising is the development o f a sociological imagination, then a significant aspect o f the 

process is the forging o f a dialectical imagination that attempts to encompass and reconcile theory 

and practice, teacher and learner, society and individual in its critically optimistic framework 

guided by the reconciling and ethical force of love. By institutionalising a false separation between 

those who ‘know’ and those who ‘don’t know’ whole groups and classes, indeed, the whole society 

is enslaved. The process o f dialectical reflection and action that is set in a thoroughly historical 

context and which is carried on in the midst o f  a struggle to create a new culture and social order 

that questions its own received beliefs and develops new fo m s o f being is aimed at liberation and 

demonstrates a unity o f theory action that is termed praxis.

2.3.3 Praxis: Theory in Practice and Practice Grounded in Theory 

In Freirean pedagogy the alliance o f theory and practice that demonstrates a dialectical view 

o f knowledge that is critical, recursive and is a precondition for human freedom is termed praxis. 

Praxis in its most basic formulation, encompasses one’s action in the world based on reflection or
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reflexivity. Praxis is the pivot around which the other Freirean concepts orbit and interact.

Dialogue, optimism, dialectic, critique and other ideas are meaningless without reflexive action.

Likewise, it is action upon critique, optimism, dialogue that becomes praxis. Without action the

dialogue, dialectic and hope are just catchphrases and buzzwords as method. Freire’s pedagogy is

grounded epistemologically and  ontologically, it is part o f  being and living and is enacted and

created with others dialogically and dialectically. Freire immersed him self in students’ ways of

thinking and modes o f perception, encouraging not only students to think about their thinking;

Everyone involved in Freire’s critical research, not just the researcher, joined in the 
process o f investigation, examination, criticism, and reinvestigation. Everyone learned 
to see more critically, think at a more critical level, and to recognise the forces that 
subtly shape their lives.

Freire viewed knowledge as a continuously restless, symbiotic and a necessarily meaning making 

inquiry and therefore, he view'ed the teacher and leamer in a dialectal relationship identified as a 

reconciliation founded on love. He offers the hope of a system o f education in which teacher and 

student are facilitated to repair fragmentation, to live and work towards reconciliation and 

wholeness, so that both are simultaneously teachers and students.

Wholeness in this sense is not to be taken as simply a word, but as an ontological way of

being that informs teaching and learning as a total experience: directive, political, ideological,

gnostic, pedagogical, aesthetic and ethical.^^^ Freire thus worked as an equal with his learners with

a view to questioning received opinions and exploring possible alternatives. His theory o f praxis is

emancipatory because it presents questioning as progress, struggle as process, and change as

possible. Indeed, the process is dialectical and dialogical because without the foundation o f the

relationship it is “a farce which inevitably degenerates into paternalistic manipulation.”^̂ '* As such,

the process o f  participating in and creating culture as it is acted and enacted, praxis must be worked

out as it is lived. Indeed, Freire’s life and work is the embodiment o f his theory o f praxis in

progress, thought leading to action with others:

I have been trying to think and teach by keeping one foot inside the system and the 
other foot outside. O f course, I cannot be totally outside the system if  the system 
continues to exist. I would be totally outside only o f the system itself were 
transformed. But it is not transformed because, in truth, it goes on transforming itself.
Thus, to have an effect, I cannot live on the margins o f the system. I have to be in it.

Kincheloe and McLaren, “Rethinking Theory and Research”, in Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. 
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Naturally, this generates a certain ambiguity that is part o f our existence as political 
beings..

The imagery o f being in and out, teaching and learning, thinking and doing illustrate the 

complexity of the dialectical change described above.

The wholeness inherent in a Freirean approach to learning and teaching is grounded on a 

belief that moves teaching beyond mere instruction, so that it becomes an ontological, political, 

ethical, epistemological and pedagogical activity that involves a dynamic and dialectical movement 

that assumes a connection between being, doing and reflection with a rigorous analysis so that the 

entire process itself becomes constitutive of one’s being in “being-with” others in the creation o f 

knowledge.^^^ In other words, a Freirean praxis is directed as developing a way o f being and 

thinking that assumes that human agency and thought can challenge culturally constructed realities 

that present themselves as detenninistic and create new ways o f being and thinking that are 

recursively open to change and constitutive of one’s identity seeking wholeness.

There are quite obvious challenges to developing such a praxis for teachers in schools. 

Teaching is a difficult job, challenging, stressful, demanding o f time, energy and emotion and is 

sometimes a solitary profession. Being a student in the Irish education system as it is currently 

constructed is likewise a stressful, challenging, solitary and emotionally demanding proposition. 

By emphasising the praxis involved in teaching, by recognising the social reality within which one 

operates and the social reality o f the students one teaches, Freire challenges teachers to lose a fear 

o f  freedom, to embrace the connection between the thought and action and emotion involved in 

teaching to be ontologically and epistemologically receptive to their role as culture makers rather 

than reproducers. This may seem to be beyond the call o f duty for most teachers and may be 

threatening to their individuality and autonomy, for what is, after all, ‘only a jo b ’. However, by 

emphasising praxis, the connection between knowing what one is doing and questioning one’s 

actions while one is doing it, Freire offers teachers a lesson in teaching. In the course o f any day, 

mistakes will be made, situations handled badly, errors o f judgement or o f action made, all o f 

which are part o f the daily challenges o f the profession. However, with an ethical grounding of 

what one is doing and why it is being done, mistakes become, if  not acceptable, part o f an ongoing 

process o f change and learning. If  there is a theory o f action behind practice, when practice goes

Freire, The P olitics o f  Education : Culture, Power, an d  L iberation, 178.
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wrong it can be tested against a grounded ethical theory. If  it stands up to scrutiny, the emotional

and mental stress o f error can be mitigated:

As a teacher, I need to have clarity in regard to what I am engaged in - 1 need to know 
the various dimensions that are part o f  the essence o f this practice, which can make me 
more secure in the way I approach it.^^^

Being correct all the time is not only impossible, but is an inauthentic, rigid, fearful and oppressive

response to reality. For Freire human activity consists o f action and reflection, it is praxis and, as

such, it requires mistakes and challenges to illuminate it. By giving action an impetus based on

critical reflection, optimism and dialectical understanding, he makes possible the transformation of

the world:

I like being human because I am involved with others in making history out of 
possibility, not simply resigned to fatalistic stagnation. Consequently, the future is 
something to be constructed through trial and error rather than an inexorable vice that 
determines all our actions.^^*

Human activity as praxis is theory and practice, reflection and action in synthesis. The 

development of a praxis that is politically and socially aware must address Freire’s formulation o f 

false generosity.^^^ This perspective argues that those working with others do not impose 

themselves as experts in their lives, but instead facilitate and assist others in the finding o f their 

own voice against the forces that oppress them. Freire tenns this ‘true generosity’, which is 

opposed to a ‘false generosity’ which only serves to hide or soften the powers o f oppression. Freire 

develops the distinction made by sociologist, Herbert de Souza, between assistance and 

assistentialism.^®° Assistentialism is the paternalistic institution o f aid or provision, the bestowing 

o f gifts upon those in need o f help (this was also referred to as “The Santa Claus Syndrome” by 

Freire).^®' According to de Souza, assistentialism “ ... insists on the suggestion that the great big 

problem with the oppressed lies in the deficiencies o f nature; [assistance], on the other hand, 

underscores the importance of the social, the economic, and the political: in sum, p o w e r . T h i s  

perspective is also key to understanding the emphasis on individual assistance rather than 

addressing the systemic causes o f individual suffering. False generosity has the effect of 

reproducing the existing social and economic structures that are the cause o f individual

Ibid., 66.
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oppressions, while at the same time, creating the illusion that something helpful is being done. 

Unless such practices are accompanied by education that exposes the structural causes o f individual 

human suffering, one is engaged in false generosity. Freire argues that an act o f violence is 

committed by withholding such infonnation even when token help is being offered to alleviate 

individual hardship on a short term b a s i s . I n  teaching, just doing one’s job, even doing it very 

well, may be a fonn o f false generosity if  it is not accompanied by a praxis that questions the 

practice o f assisting people within an ideological or social configuration that merely reproduces the 

unjust conditions that caused the original oppression or inequality.

Competition for scarce employment and generational marginalisation serve to create 

conditions in which it is challenging, if not actively harmful for students to critique the system that 

enthrals them. Credentials generate competition between students for limited employment 

opportunities, but they do not pose any threat to the prevailing social structure by disposing 

students toward social critique that can change the structures and powers that continue to oppress 

and reproduce forms o f inequality. Education, in this sense, is an ideological apparatus and an 

extension o f industry and the economic structures that insidiously work to ensure the perpetuation 

o f systems and practices by immersing students in ideologically determined practices like 

competition based on the points system. The values associated with the points system and the 

Leaving Certificate then infect the entire educational project by “backwash”. Praxis that involves 

the awareness o f ‘false generosity’ is indispensable for teachers working in schools that attempt to 

serve communities that are marginalised is crucial for educators at all levels o f schooling. The 

Freirean perspective can provide alternative visions and democratic conceptions o f the meaning 

and purpose o f both politics and education. Understanding praxis is founded on understanding the 

dialectical contradictions and mutuality involved in the relationship between theory and practice. It 

is also founded on the dialectical relations between all members o f a society. Freire argues that one 

has to be in the world with others, not just with the world as a s p e c t a t o r . B y  naming ‘false 

generosity’ Freire utilises a discourse that names the oppressor and in a pedagogy of the oppressed, 

if  you have an ‘oppressed’, you must have an ‘oppressor’. I t  is argued here that acknowledging

363 Freire, Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 55.
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the concept o f false generosity, by naming it as an act, it is a prise de conscience for teachers across 

the spectrum o f education in Ireland to seek education as cultural action for change.

Near the end of his life, in his book Letters to Cristina: reflections on my life and work, 

Freire recapitulated his intellectual development, explaining his innate curiosity and the 

revolutionary spirit in which he pursued his life’s project as praxis. His vision is presented below 

an extended extract:

One o f the advantages I have had over intellectuals who intellectualise is that certain 
ideas were never poured into me as if  they came from nowhere. On the contrary, my 
knowledge came from my practice and my critical reflection, as well as from my 
analysis o f the practice o f others. Because o f my critical thinking abilities and my 
profound curiosity, I was led to theoretical readings that illuminated my practice and 
the practice o f others and explained the level o f success or confimied the level o f  error 
that took place.

On one hand, my progressive perspective has an implied ethical position, an almost 
instinctive inclination toward justice and a visceral rejection o f injustice and 
discrimination along the lines of race, class, gender, violence, and exploitation. On the 
other hand, my character also tends to reject knowledge that is antibook or antitheory.
I prefer a knowledge that is forged and produced in the tension between practice and 
theory.̂ ®̂

Freire has demonstrated an indomitable commitment to love as a human virtue, and has argued that 

praxis is an holistic approach to pedagogy and politics that does not dichotomise between learning, 

teaching, thinking and being and his language is loaded with his feelings, since he never provided a 

dichotomy between reason and emotion. He was a radically coherent man: what he said contained 

what he felt and thought.^® The centrality o f action in a Freirean pedagogy introduces an 

existentialist perspective that permits, indeed demands, that one act for change. Consequently, 

Freire’s commitment to a dialectical and dialogic praxis is grounded in, and meaningless without, 

the experience of the student.

2.3.4 Praxis Grounded in the Experience of the Student

The teacher talks about reality as if  it were motionless, static, compartmentalised, and 
predictable. Or else he expounds on a topic completely alien to the existential 
experience of the students. His task is to "fill" the students with the contents o f his 
narration —  contents which are detached from reality, disconnected from the totality 
that engendered them and could give them significance. Words are emptied o f their 
concreteness and become a hollow, alienated, and alienating verbosity.^®’

Freirean praxis is dialogic, intentional, other-directed, dialectical and it provides languages 

of critique and social engagement. Freire recognised that the development o f praxis is an essential
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factor in developing an effective pedagogy. He accepted that cultural practices are contested, 

negotiated and social spaces constructed, he viewed culture as a changing, dynamic and reciprocal 

process. These beliefs are in conflict with a traditional view o f culture as ethnocentric, static, 

unchanging and wholly dependent on the past for a vision o f cultural homogeneity. It is also at 

odds with a view o f ‘objective’, value free and apolitical social relations. At the heart o f this view 

o f praxis is that education cannot be separated from social and moral context and the experience o f 

the learner.

The existential philosophy o f Martin Buber was an influence on Freire’s pedagogy,

specifically the authentic meeting and dialogue that Buber proposes in /  and Thou?'"^ Buber

recognises that the world offers manifold possibilities, but that true meaningfulness is achieved

through authentic dialogue with another. We can only define identity against the background o f the

things that matter. Therefore, our identities are fonned in the context o f meaningful dialogue with

others, in agreement or struggle with their recognition o f us and ours of them. Buber proposed an I-

thou relation in dialogue, in which each partner listens to the other with the possibility that what the

other says may change one’s perspective, making dialogue an expression o f self as well as an

expression o f an openness to encountering new perspectives and ideas:

The dialogical /, however, knows that it is precisely the thou ("not-/") which has called 
forth his or her own existence. He also knows that the thou which calls forth his own 
existence in turn constitutes an I  which has in his I  its thou. The /  and the thou thus 
become, in the dialectic o f these relationships, two thous which become two

This quote serves as a recapitulation o f the main themes illuminated thus far. The emphasis 

is on dialogue, critique and hope for change, dialectic all conducted as an existential exchange 

between two people. Buber was a pioneer in the investigation of existentialism and interpersonal 

relations, which “ ...in the main are concerned with the individual whose quest for authentic 

selfhood focuses on the meaning o f personal being.” ^̂  ̂ In an existential education learning is 

holistic and occurs in the interplay o f interpersonal relations, the exchanges between people, as 

exemplified in the B uber’s distinction between an I-Thou and I-it relationship.^’  ̂ In the dialogical, 

I-Thou relationship, the teacher is no longer the master in charge o f all knowing. The teacher is a 

co-leam er with the students as what is real becomes relational. Through philosophers such as

” 0 Buber.
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Buber, Freire found that the relational matrix is the origin o f  meaning and he was committed to the 

potentially transfomiative power o f dialogue and the ways that the existential and dialectical 

relationship between learners can foster change and justice in a variety o f cultural contexts.

Having our identity formed in dialogue with others is a crucial aspect o f one's ability to

achieve individuality.^^'’ It is argued that Freire provides an existential perspective that emphasises

the capacity of humans to influence their circumstances. Accordingly, Freire asserts that educators

should respect what students know and employ their own understanding o f the student environment

and culture in the planning o f their curriculum.^^^ It has been found that a needs oriented approach

to curriculum development asks teachers to listen to what parents, students and community

members have to say, with a willingness to construct curriculum around the knowledge and lives of

young people, with professional judgment about what is needed to expand students’ horizons.

According to Freire: “As an educator 1 need to be constantly ‘reading’ the world inhabited by the

grassroots with which I work, that world that is their immediate context and the wider world of

which they are a part.”^̂  ̂Elsewhere Freire speaks o f a ‘situated pedagogy’ that situates the learning

process in the actual conditions o f each g r o u p . T h i s  is part o f respecting the autonomy and

identity of the student with whom the teacher is in dialogue. In this way learning demonstrates a

solidarity that is an enriching experience, that is not based assistentialism or false generosity, but

instead on learning from other people about the fonns of oppression and exploitation that they face

and working together to change them:

....on no account may I make little o f or ignore in my contact with such groups the 
knowledge they acquire from direct experience and out o f which they live. Or their 
way o f explaining the world, which involves their comprehension o f their role and 
presence in it.̂ ^®

This is the very essence o f pedagogy as identified by Paulo Freire in Pedagogy o f  the 

Oppressed. He asserted that the starting point for organising the programme content o f education or 

political action must be the present, existential, concrete situation, o f the learner and it must be 

reflective o f their aspirations.^*® He argued that students’ experiences were a major influence on the
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development o f their own knowledge and in his dialogue with Donaldo Macedo, he posited that 

educators must develop radical pedagogical structures that provide students with the opportunity to 

use their own reality as a basis o f literacy.^*' It is the act o f an individual that introduces existential 

thought into praxis. While there are a variety of existentialisms and existentialists, at its core 

existentialism refers to the human subject in one’s spectrum o f existing, encompassing thinking, 

acting and feeling. One is not only a thinking subject but an initiator o f action and a centre of 

feeling and this is why existentialism has been viewed as a process and a style o f philosophising 

rather than a body o f philosophical d o c t r i n e s . T h i s  idea is expressed by the Spanish existential 

philosopher Miguel de Unamuno, who suggests; “And let him do what he will, he philosophises 

not with the reason only, but with the will, with the feelings, with the flesh and with the bones, with 

the whole soul and whole body.” These words are echoed in Freire’s Pedagogy o f  the Heart 

when he wrote: “I know with my entire body, with feelings, with passion, and also with reason.

The existentialist stresses that knowledge is created by participation of the self in the world. In 

Freire’s pedagogy, acting and knowing have existential roots.

Macquarrie argues that existentialism is closely associated with humanism which is 

broadly concerned with human personal values and with the realisation o f an authentic human 

existence. Among many o f the existentialists, elements from their religious or cultural heritages 

coalesced with their existentialism or in some cases supplied the impulse towards it in the first 

p l a c e . F r e i r e a n  pedagogy originates from an humanistic and existential perspective that aims to 

bring out one’s potential to fully exist and accounts for Freire’s ease in accepting the Christian and 

the Marxist in him as they are part o f him, part of his development and schematically present in his 

thinking. He does not reject the past, does not ideologically or epistemologically limit himself, but 

rather accounts for the past, works in the present and seeks to make a better future. Pragmatically 

and existentially, one could argue that his vision is that life is what we make it: “The future is not 

what it needs to be, but whatever we make o f it in the present.” *̂̂  In this, Freire is not an 

existentialist in the sense that man is the sole creator o f meaning and value in the world, an
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existentialism o f the kind embraced by Jean-Paul Sartre, for whom atheism was obvious because 

man was abandoned to him self in a meaningless world. Freire’s thinking is in line with an 

existentialism that finds human life set in a wider context o f being, one that receives existence from 

being, and becomes responsible for being and to being. Freire explicitly and repeatedly rejects 

nihilism and its close associates, cynicism, pessimism and despair.^^^ Instead, Freire’s aim was to 

reveal the world through the word, to integrate text and context within the dialogue o f two learners 

occupying different places in an ongoing dialectic o f space, time and being.

In his original method, Freire employed a set o f  codifications in which the words chosen as 

a basis for his literacy programmes were drawn from the existential reality o f the participants. As a 

result, experience provided the starting point for learning, soon to be followed by problematisation, 

reinterpretation and eventual action in a dialectical process whereby consciousness and the world 

act on each other. Again, this is not an either or dichotomous choice, but a dialectical and dialogical 

relationship to experience that is problematised, not an uncritical celebration o f the student voice: 

“ ...student voices must be affiraied while simultaneously encouraging the interrogation o f such 

voices.” *̂* It is also worth remembering the central role that Freire accords to his own early life 

experiences in the development of his pedagogy. By understanding existential thought and 

philosophy as epistemologically and ontologically contextual, the revolutionary nature o f a 

Freirean pedagogy becomes apparent, because if one changes oneself or another, one also changes 

the world. Perhaps the greatest indication o f the existential foundations o f a Freirean pedagogy is 

that humanisation, the process o f becoming fully human, is the result o f being a subject with the 

capacity to act on, and change, the world.

2.3.5 Humanisation: Creating Culture 

When one reflects on social expectations for education, utopian ideals for what education 

can be and what actually happens in school, the inherently political nature o f the educational 

process and its outcomes becomes apparent. Some say that schools should be progressive and 

child-centred and should allow students to develop all their capacities and talents in a safe, secure 

and supportive environment. Others argue that schools should be centres o f excellence that have 

the highest and most rigorous o f academic standards and prepare children to enter the world o f
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higher academia and professional employment. Still others believe that schools should pass on or

transmit the culture and the best o f what has been though and said to the next generation. Schools

should produce well-adjusted and democratically active, socially concerned individuals. Schools

only serve to transmit and reproduce inequities o f  social, cultural and economic capital. Schools are

facilitating a decline o f reading, writing and arithmetic by pandering to mass culture, broadening

access and lowering standards. Schools have a duty to promote equality o f opportunity for all

students and staff and the promotion o f equality should be enshrined in school policies. Schools as

they are currently constructed have been designed for a very different time and promote

individualistic and fragmented thinking and learning. Are the goals for education contradictory?

Are they attainable, or even realistic? The problem facing teachers and students is that while the

economies, societies and the cultures o f which they are a part are changing radically, schools are a

lightening rod for those who wish to criticise the wider malaise. This is now recognised in NCCA

discussion paper Leading and Supporting Change in Schools:

Increasingly, teachers experience a range o f conflicting expectations o f them as 
professionals in their working lives. The views and expectations o f education 
authorities, o f school management, o f  colleagues, o f parents and o f students on what is 
valuable and important in teaching and learning can differ radically and these 
differences can be further reflected between schools, between stages o f education, 
between communities and socio-economic groups, between different interests in 
society. The perception and measure o f a ‘good’ teacher, the acknowledgement and 
recognition o f accomplishment and achievement in teaching varies across different 
audiences and ranges from the most educationally idealistic at one end of the spectrum 
to the most utilitarian at the other. What is valued in teachers in the early stages of 
primary education can be far removed from what is valued in the run-up to the 
Leaving Certificate examination.

Freire is unambiguous regarding the aims o f education. He writes:

Education either functions as an instrument which is used to facilitate integration of 
the younger generation into the logic o f the present system and bring about conformity 
or it becomes the practice o f freedom, the means by which men and women deal 
critically and creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the 
transformation o f their world.

Knowledge and culture are not a gift to be bestowed by those who own it and gratefully accepted

by those who lack it. This type o f teaching or education leads to reified knowledge, that students

may perceive as alienating and irrelevant. Teaching conducted in this manner develops into an

instrumental relationship referred to as “banking education” . It is anti-dialogic because education

thus becomes an act o f  depositing, in which the teacher is the depositor and the students are the
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depositories who patiently receive, memorise, and repeat. The teacher in the “gift” system is

engaged in transfers o f knowledge, o f reproduction of existing systems o f thought and action that

reproduce inequality and error and kill originality and stifle creativity. In Freire’s view, the goal of

education is a dialogically and dialectally arrived at freedom that he terms humanisation, a critical,

creative and hopeful response to reality. Is it possible to change school culture from one o f banking

and identity and culture formation by moving away from an instrumental learning that is narrow

and mechanistic and reinforced by a points system that rewards learning by rote to a humanising

action that is transformative of identity and culture? The answer to this question resides in an end

to the banking concept o f  education, which regards its subjects as compliant and docile recipients

of knowledge endowed by those who ‘know ’ upon those who are acquiescent: “The more

completely they accept the passive role imposed on them, the more they tend to simply adapt to the

world as it is and to the fragmented view o f reality deposited in them.”^ '̂ Freire believes that the

‘narrative’ approach to teaching which involves a narrating subject (teacher) and patient, listening

objects (students) is oppressive and breeds docility as the students become ‘containers’ or

‘receptacles’ to be filled.

In the banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who 
consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing. 
Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic o f the ideology o f 
oppression, negates education and knowledge as processes o f inquiry. The teacher 
presents him self to his students as their necessary opposite; by considering their 
ignorance absolute, he justifies his own existence. The students, alienated like the 
slave in the Hegelian dialectic, accept their ignorance as justifying the teachers 
existence— but, unlike the slave, they never discover that they educate the teacher.

However, ending banking education without clarity regarding the ethical and theoretical 

grounding o f a practice o f pedagogy one is engaged in one may resort either to authoritarianism or 

permissiveness. Sometimes authoritarianism is the result o f an unconscious reliance on learned 

responses to a fear o f freedom. Permissiveness, also related to fear, is a result o f a lack of 

confidence, competence, ethical integrity and methodological clarity. Freire feels free o f 

contradictions in dialectical situations such as freedom and authority, teacher and learner due to the 

concrete and unambiguous project in his head and heart. Freire’s pedagogy seeks for solidarity 

amidst difference. By reconciling the perceived dichotomies, and acting from an ethical foundation, 

the humanising relationship between teacher and taught (teacher-student and  student-teacher) as a
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relationship o f love, directed at the dismantling o f dehumanising structures.^^"' Freire sees love as 

essential to the humanisation process. Psychologists John Bowlby,^^^ Erik Erikson,^®® Erich 

Fromm^^’ all speak o f the importance o f love in relationships and healthy adult development. In 

Freire’s pedagogy both student and teacher develop a critical consciousness o f their subjectivity, 

their place in a socio-historical context and as a result, their subjectivites become intertwined, each 

becoming agents o f knowing. In the process o f humanisation and creating new culture both learners 

reconstruct their own understanding and knowledge o f the world through action and reflection. It is 

perhaps in this reconciliation o f opposites that love becomes the humanising force in Freirean 

pedagogy.

Freire suggests that hope and love are a prerequisite and for social transformation and his 

work is marked by political awareness and activism. His work supports a cultural emphasis for 

learning and identity and he points out many of the ethical considerations that provide a 

congruence between counselling and teaching, where critical, but empathetic listening and 

optimistic thought are key. The development of a learning self-identity, following a recursive and 

never-ending process o f  experiencing, reflecting, thinking and acting in dialogue with others 

supports a vision o f education as a peniianent process of formation and transfonnation across the 

life-span and fulfilled in community. In schools this means that teachers and students can be 

engaged in a dialectical process o f  learning about themselves and the world (consciousness and 

external reality), and each other (dialogue) in a process of humanisation. Reality, existentially 

represented by the social, physical and subjective worlds are in constant motion and dialectical 

dialogue and the world, created through conscious action, ‘acts back on us’ influencing the way one 

thinks, feels and responds to others, learning culture, reflecting culture and creating culture. 

Teaching and learning therefore become a cultural process in a dialectical tension between cultural 

transmission and culture creation with the aim o f cultural transformation.

Social and economic structures never completely determine what occurs in classrooms or 

schools, but they can set limits on what is considered to be teaching and learning and how those 

activities can be enacted. Freire started with basic experience but aimed to always assist others to
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see their issues in social context and in relationship to others and he thought that if participants 

could see the commonality o f their stories, they would begin to discuss the need for action on their 

new awareness and, as a result, connect the individual and the social context o f change. Therefore, 

the whole educational project itself becomes the humanising project because it is the process of 

becoming, the process where all things are interrelated, interdependent and interweaving, alive with 

possibility, not static or ossified. The process is critical, dialogical and historically and subjectively 

dialectical:

This, then, is the great humanistic and historical task o f the oppressed: to
liberate themselves and their oppressors as well.^^*

The dialogue o f learning is the existential foundation o f Freire’s work and the raison d'etre 

o f  a Freirean education is humanisation. Humanisation recognises that both the oppressor and the 

oppressed, teacher and learner, are dialectically tied to fonns o f oppression and unequal power 

relations and must be freed from the day-to-day social relations that serve to perpetuate social 

injustice and marginalization. Humanisation is generated by conscientization and the development 

o f a humanising praxis that can lead to broader social change. Humanisation is the development of 

openness to other points o f view, a questioning o f one’s own received opinions in the presence of 

others questioning theirs.

2.4 F re ire ’s Ideas in Practice; A Personal Reflection

Methodological errors have ideological roots?^^
- Paulo Freire

In Mending Wall, the poet Robert Frost explores the boundaries o f culture, belief, creativity 

and social action and the basic cultural assumptions that guide our actions and recapitulates the 

themes illuminated in this study thus far. In the poem, Frost meets his neighbour yearly to mend the 

wall that bounds their lands as the wall is in need o f constant repair, “Something there is that 

doesn't love a wall” . The act separates the poet and his neighbour, but the act o f mending the wall 

binds them in neighbourly cooperation and practical activity. As they continue with the mock 

Sisyphean task o f wall building, the neighbour reminds the poet o f the proverb: “Good fences make 

good neighbours”. The image o f the wall as a boundary, a limit situation, is transformed through 

the words and actions o f the poet and his neighbour and the men continue, in neighbourly

39«Ibid., 44.
Freire and Hunter, Pedagogy in Process : The Letters to Guinea-Bissau, 81.
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cooperation to rebuild the wall between them. The poet thinks about the activity and questions

him self on the significance o f his neighbour’s worldview:

He only says, 'Goodfences make good neighbours'.
Spring is the m ischief in me, and I  wonder 
I f  I  could put a notion in his head:
'Why do they make good neighbours?

Before 1 built a wall I'd  ask to know  
What I  was walling in or walling out.
A nd to whom I  was like to give offence.
Something there is that doesn 't love a wall.
That wants it down.'

Frost identifies the possibility o f challenging consensus, {why do they make good neighbours?) as 

he continues with the task o f keeping up his neighbourly relations. Cultural assumptions are often 

based on taken-for-granted shibboleths and assumptions that have not been interrogated {He only 

says, 'Good fences make good neighbours') and the recapitulation o f existing boundaries 

exemplifies the socio-cultural fact o f historically based contingencies. The poem is a thoughtful yet 

ambiguous mediation on the need for sociability, limits and boundaries, cooperation, human 

endeavour and creativity. While Frost apparently recognises their differences, {“He is all pine and I 

am apple orchard"), their collective endeavour is both a recognition o f difference and a metaphor 

for collaboration, contradictorily building a wall that will separate them. Frost recognises that 

cultural difference is not necessarily synonymous with conflict, that some aspects of culture are 

more easily adaptable than others and that there are universals that overcome difference. While the 

wall itself is a temporary manifestation o f  current cultural practices {good fences make good  

neighbours) the deeper values represented by the collaboration and dialogue between the poet and 

his neighbour speak to something more lasting, inter-relational and meaningful. In the end, the 

wall, like the statue o f Ozymandias, will fall again: “Something there is that doesn't love a wall” . 

Frost identifies in Mending Wall, that culture is both recapitulated and created as it is enacted, and 

the conception o f the dialogical social subject and o f individual and collective learning is present in 

the poem as the poem itself creates a new cultural artefact.

Clear, compatible and complementary attributes are present in the critical social 

psychology that lies at the heart o f Freire’s work which suggests that education is not just about 

teaching, but also about the formation and expansion of democracy and democratic citizenship."*®®

See: Morrow and Torres. (The authors provide a joint reading of influential contemporary German 
philosopher, Jurgen Habermas and Paulo Freire)
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Freire’s conscientization means the liberation o f individuals from the various forms o f internalized 

oppression that are tied to personal, social, economic differences that are reinforced by a banking 

education that accepts things as they are. Currently across the globe, societies have been 

transformed in the image o f the market and the state itself is now marketised and citizens are 

regarded as consumers. The consequence o f a thinking based on the dictates o f the market is that 

certain types o f rationality related to marketisation and neoliberal theory are privileged, and the 

mechanisms o f profit and uncritical quantification o f value are considered to be the most efficient 

and rational tools with which to implement public policy. In Ireland the language o f marketisation 

and globalisation and its attendant terms commodity, customers, service-providers, clients, 

products and implementation have insinuated themselves into educational discourse."*®'

Freire’s belief was that a society’s social practice defines its reality, it is not defined by its 

official discourse."*®- Despite a rhetoric o f social and economic inclusion, Ireland remains a deeply 

stratified society where longstanding social inequalities are reproduced and where the mere 

presence o f rhetoric o f equality does not cultivate commensurate practice. Consequently, the 

rhetoric of public policy and public utterance are often at odds with the actions and reality of 

people’s lives, and the more the state aligns itself with corporate and market interests and the social 

and cultural needs of citizens are viewed as irrational and utopian. In some public discourse the 

ideas o f democracy and citizenship are conflated with the economy, resulting in the replacement of 

democratic values by market values and an emphasis on instrumentality in relations and policy. 

Competition is valued over cooperation in public discourse and the institutions o f the state. Harvard 

philosopher Michael J. Sandel writes that we live at a time when almost everything can be bought 

and sold and have drifted from having a market economy, to being a market society."*®  ̂ There is a 

particular concern for education where market driven identities and values are both produced and 

legitimated, but also where they can be challenged. Free market thinking encouraged by a 

neoliberal ideology has embraced unchecked greed and extreme individualism that presents itself 

with a seemingly inexorable logic that is self-perpetuating, leaving the rationality o f the markets as 

the solution to virtually all human exchanges. Regulation is viewed as negative intervention, and is.

Seery, "Slavoj Zizek's D ialectics o f  Ideology and the Discourses o f  Irish Education," 134.

'*02 Freire, Letters to Cristina : Reflections on M y Life an d  Work, 177.

M.J. Sandel, What M oney Can't Buy: The M oral Lim its o f  M arkets (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2012).
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hence, irrational. This circular rationality is the epitome o f dehumanising oppression identified by 

Freire.

The economic crash and bank guarantee o f September 2008 will have significant and long-

lasting implications for the majority o f the citizens o f  the nation. While the market economy and

the anonymous forces which drive it seem to have a stranglehold over Irish public policy, market

rationality will only serve to re-emphasise an instrumental view o f knowledge that values the

answers to the questions ‘what is it for?’ ‘what is it worth?’ Freire writes;

This is the way it is. This is how history is, this is how life is. The competent run 
things and make a profit, and create the wealth that, at the right moment, will 
‘trickle dow n’ to the have-nots more or less equitably.

The repetition in Irish discourse o f the fatalistic, “We are where we are” is anathema to Freire who

asks where we are, but also, and always, where are we going? If  the fatalism that accompanies this

discourse is to be accepted unchallenged, one must accept that the discourse in favour o f social

justice is no longer m e a n i n g f u l . H u m a n  capital is now commonplace in the official discourse in

Ireland. It is a complex ideological construct which as it is expressed in educational policy, gives

voice to two specific interests o f capital: the provision of a workforce ever more narrowly suited to

the current needs o f employers and the intensification o f competition between individuals in the

labour market. This discourse subtly reinvents socio-economic processes as acts driven solely by

individuals, but the emphasis on a skills-driven education can neither deliver large numbers of

“high value” jobs nor overcome the deeper causes o f the present crisis.

Gleeson argues that thinking in Ireland (and elsewhere) contains many examples o f the 

technicist discourse across policy documents and everyday language in e d u c a t i o n . A s  a 

consequence, there is confusion over the nature o f what education in second-level in Ireland is 

intended to achieve. The purely human capital theory o f education fails to fiilly recognise that 

existing forms o f inequality and oppression and the fonns and operation o f various capital 

resources can be reproductive in form and outcome. The dominant model o f education assumes a 

clean slate, where students arrive tabula rasa and have both the opportunity and the straightforward 

desire to integrate and ‘succeed’. This is anti-relational thinking that fails to differentiate between

‘♦O'* Freire and Freire, Pedagogy o f Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 126.
'">5 Ibid.

Mamie Holborow, "Neoliberalism, Human Capital and the Skills Agenda in Higher Education -  the Irish 
Case.," Journal for Critical Education Policy Studies 10, no. 1 (2012).

Gleeson, 122-133.
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equality of opportunity and equality o f condition. Baker et al employ the conception o f ‘equality of 

condition’ to argue that transforming schools into truly egalitarian institutions requires a holistic 

and integrated approach in both the purposes and processes o f education: equality in educational 

and related resources; equality o f respect and recognition; equality o f power; and equality o f love, 

care and solidarity/®^

The deficit view o f educational “disadvantage” implies distinctions and an acceptance that 

some are less advantaged than others. If  how we speak o f things in the world reflects how we think 

about these worlds, then the language o f education is neither absolute nor arbitrary, but cultural and 

historical.'*®^ Conflicting perspectives regarding the purpose o f education have confiised the field o f 

educational provision. Unless educational practitioners who are committed to empowering 

themselves and their students insist on a greater voice, they will be at the mercy o f special interests 

more concerned with national competitiveness or the economy than with the welfare of children 

and education. While these goals are not incompatible, recent events in Ireland have demonstrated 

how schools and social refonns are expendable when viewed from a purely economic perspective. 

Freire’s work problematises and illuminates a culture o f positivistic rationality marked by an 

emphasis on prediction and technical control.""® When combined with the rejection o f the 

interpretive dynamics o f dialectics or dialogue, the culture of positivism has, hand-in-hand with the 

economic dictates o f neoliberalism, transmogrified into the dominant ideological fonn of 

oppression today. In the thrall o f the culture o f positivism and neoliberalism, education and 

educators have become part o f a process that has allowed for a conflation o f the world o f education 

and the world o f  jobs to occur. Thinking about ‘brand’ and competitive advantage and the way 

bureaucratic and technocratic rationality has entered educational discourse with the consequences 

that the language o f the market and fmcancialisation permeated the educational discourse. 

Instrumental rationality now subjects the cultural and educational fields to its domination.

An historical epoch is marked by a series o f aspirations, concerns and values in search of 

fulfilment. Ways o f behaving and general attitudes are tangled up in these webs o f significance. 

The concrete representations o f many aspirations, concerns and values, as well as the obstacles to

John Baker and others. Equality : From Theory to Action, 2nd ed. (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2009).

Seery, "Slavoj Zizek's D ialectics o f  Ideology and the D iscourses o f  Irish Education."

Henry A. Giroux, "Introduction" in, Freire, The P olitics o f  Education : Culture, Power, a n d  Liberation.
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their fulfilment constitute the themes o f that epoch, which indicate the tasks to be carried out.""'

According to Freire, individuals play a role in the development and progress o f culture, and their

access to the themes or the barriers to their participation have essential significance:

W hether or not men can perceive the epochal themes and above all, how they act upon 
reality within which these themes are generated will largely determine their 
humanisation or dehumanisation, their affirmation as Subjects or their reduction as 
objects. For only as men grasp the themes can they intervene in reality instead o f 
remaining mere onlookers.^’^

One example o f objectification identified by Freire is the bureaucratic and instrumental

characteristics o f the education system as it is currently constructed in Ireland. In the current social

and economic malaise one encounters ever more often the desire to identify with the lifeless and

fragmented, to find attraction in actions as long as it is measurable or quantifiable. To describe this

orientation toward objectification, Freire employed the concept of necrophilia:

...a love o f death, not of life. One o f the characteristics o f the oppressor consciousness 
and its necrophilic view o f the world is thus sadism. As the oppressor consciousness, 
in order to dominate, tries to deter the drive to search, the restlessness, and the creative 
power which characterise life, it kills life. More and more, the oppressors are using 
science and technology as unquestionably powerful instruments for their purpose: the 
maintenance o f the oppressive order through manipulation and repression.

Building o f the work o f Erich Fromm, Freire was concerned to go beyond the popular usage o f the

term and to look to necrophilia as the drive to transform that which is alive into something static

and reified. This is particularly the case if a predominantly capitalist economy continually

reproduces inequalities in people’s resources, work and learning; if it relies on and perpetuates

inequalities o f power and status; if  it places tremendous strains on individuals for the benefit o f the

institutional powers. If  the cultural system embodies and reinforces inequalities based on gender,

class, disability, ethnicity, race, sexual orientation, then can this be an education for humanisation,

or is it a reproduction o f oppression? Is the teacher to be a bulwark o f the status quo? Is the

purpose o f the teacher to be a tool o f the market ideology? It is difficult for a teacher to accept that

even if a student ‘successfully’ completes their Leaving Certificate, that they may have been

somehow engaged with that student’s oppression rather than their emancipation. The question of

oppression may never have arisen in either the mind o f the student or the educator and this creates

a vicious cycle of unquestioning acceptance and docility. Freire notes:

Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed.
Freire, Education fo r  Critical Consciousness, 5. 
Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 60.
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Internalizing parental authority through the rigid relationship structure emphasised by 
the school, these young people tend when they become professionals (because o f the 
very fear o f freedom instilled by these relationships) to repeat the rigid patterns in 
which they were miseducated."""*

A Freirean pedagogy is not intended to produce indoctrination or unquestioned loyalty to some

particular ideology, but it is intended to question received opinion. Freire distinguished between a

pedagogy which insists wrongly that students think as we do (authority) and a pedagogy which

connects understanding with the issue o f social responsibility to action. A pedagogy o f this type is

about the moral and ethical practice of intervening in the life o f another with a reflexivity and

affect that accounts for the context o f the relationship, the intention o f the learning and the

dialogical nature of the process. According to Freire: “It is worth saying that an educational

practice void o f dreams, dissent and pronouncements is neutral and accommodating.”"*'̂

Alternatively, an educational practice without the technical preparation o f students for work

readiness is not worth much. Either way, one is constrained by one’s historical epoch and

marked by the set o f aspirations, concerns and values it offers and oppression must be understood

accordingly.

I find that the master/slave, oppressed/oppressor dialectic identified by Freire has gained 

renewed relevance after reading a recent study by Wilkinson and Pickett.'*'^ They have found an 

important link between income inequality and social dysfunction that correlates with one’s own 

experience, where the counsellor is in regular contact with the emotional and personal 

manifestations o f socio-economic and cultural marginalization. As part o f one’s practice one sees 

the confusion and anger generated towards an educational system that students perceive as having 

let them down. When there is no promise o f a ‘good jo b ’, or indeed any job at the end o f a student’s 

time at school the counsellor him self or herself may share their confiision and anger. If education is 

intended to produce trained or educated workers to feed an economy and schools assigned to fit 

students into the right roles than it, no more or less so than the educational system itself, is 

professing a one-dimensional view of human development, identity and the process o f  education 

itself If that is indeed the role o f education as it is currently structured, it is failing.

4’M bid., 155,

Freire, Letters to Cristina : Reflections on M y Life an d  Work, 100. 

-*'6 Ibid.

W ilkinson and Pickett.
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In the relation to the idea o f oppression as employed by Freire, it explains the logic o f the

oppressed or dominated whose way o f life is perceived, even by themselves, from the point o f  view

o f the dominant perspective. Oxford English Dictionary defines oppression as: an uncomfortable or

distressing sense o f (physical or mental) constriction; affliction; depression or heaviness; Prolonged

cruel or unjust treatment or exercise o f authority, control, or power; tyranny; exploitation.

Questions o f  power, inequality and the structural causes o f poverty are evident when oppression is

considered as the number o f structural factors that contribute to the existence o f poverty: uneven

distribution o f economic resources such as wealth, employment and infrastructure, and o f social

resources like health services, education, transport and housing. The Irish government’s own

definition o f poverty considerers the structural, relational and multivariate nature o f poverty:

People are living in poverty if  their income and resources (material, cultural and 
social) are so inadequate as to preclude them from having a standard o f living which is 
regarded as acceptable by Irish society generally. As a result o f inadequate income and 
other resources people may be excluded and marginalised from participating in 
activities which are considered the norm for other people in society.""*

Paulo Freire’s conceptualisation o f a pedagogy o f the oppressed provided significant understanding

o f oppression me as he identified the socio-economic and credential pressures that oppress

students:

First o f all, it is not the students’ thinking about jobs and money which makes society 
like it is now. On the contrary, it is society becoming a certain way which creates this 
preoccupation among students. There are some very concrete, historical conditions 
which create students’ expectations about pedagogy.'*

In accordance with the OED definition, oppression as a mental and physical constriction, the

consequence of exposure to the exercise o f authority and control, Freire’s pedagogy is not only

relevant, but revelatory. Dialectics and dialogue offer a multi-dimensional view o f what is possible

and o f the reality as experienced in teaching and counselling. For Freire, knowing and being

involves the struggle towards an essence that clarifies the object o f study, but also that accepts that

as reality changes, further reflection, investigation and learning and action are always necessary.

Learning arises not fi-om isolated, abstract, purely theoretical and individualistic activities, but

through dialogue, where old learning mixes with the textures of the experiences o f others and with

the mystery o f shared experience. Oppression understood this way is a complex, multidimensional

activity and accounts for the presence o f power in human relations and provides a view o f the

Ireland. O ffice for Social Inclusion., N ational A ction P lan  fo r  Social Inclusion 2007-1016  (Dublin: 
Stationery Office, 2007).

Shor and Freire, 68.
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teacher and the student caught in a cycle o f misrecognition, not necessarily o f their own making, 

but a cycle that nonetheless serves to oppress both. For if  students are viewed only as the recipients 

o f grades, judgement and certification as fuel for the engine o f  the economy, the relationship has 

been instrumental for both the oppressed and the oppressor. The educational act is oppressive if  it 

prevents people from becoming engaged in the humanising process.

All teachers and counsellors could benefit from the critical perspective for understanding 

individual psychology and the aims o f institutional and social transformation that the five key 

concepts identify. In this adaptation o f Freire’s ideas, a more comprehensive understanding 

concerning the ways that teachers themselves experience the world is encouraged. By defining 

learning itself as a process o f cultural co-creation, one comes to see what one knows and what is 

known in new webs o f significance. By understanding the development o f a particular point of 

view, a political perspective or social policy decision, it becomes clear that the perspective that 

prevails for policy fonnulators, decision makers and implementers is naturally of the dominant 

view. This view then imposes itself as the universal point o f view. As I developed a 

multidimensional view o f oppression in education, any hesitation I previously had in engaging with 

a text that explored a pedagogy involved in teaching illiterate Brazilian peasants in the 1950s as 

irrelevant to the “boomtown” o f Dublin at the turn o f the century dissolved and the clarity of 

the relevance the core essence o f Freire’s vision and action became germane and applicable. 

Whether it be Brazilian peasants or Irish and international students in present day Dublin, it is the 

structures that shape relations and opportunities that detemiine where oppression is to be 

experienced. The structures that operate through the routine functioning o f the school makes it the 

site where lasting and often irrevocable differences are instituted between the chosen and the 

excluded, delineating and reinforcing oppression.

By employing these Freirean ideas in everyday activities with pupils, a way is opened up to 

move beyond the provision o f a type of access to education that is instrumental in its intention and 

actuality, towards an involvement with students with the goal o f equality o f opportunity and 

towards the recognition that the needs and desires o f  students and teachers are inextricably linked. 

Such an involvement would account for issues surrounding the politics o f  unequal distribution of 

resources in society (exploitative economic processes, including two tier education and health) and 

the politics o f  culture (cultural struggles against domination and for identity recognition). For this
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writer, Freire is significant because he brings the marginalised into relation with the mainstream

and dominant ideology in a dialectical way that is founded on an ethic and epistemology driven by

an ontological vocation towards the transformation o f both personal and social conditions in the

creation o f something new, and hopefully, better:

The truth is, however, that the oppressed are not “marginals,” are not people living 
“outside” society. They have always been “inside” - inside the structure which made 
them “beings for others.” The solution is not to “integrate” them into the structure o f 
oppression, but to transfonn that structure so that they can become “beings for 
themselves.

Taken together, the concepts discussed here support a practice that promotes a supportive 

atmosphere where the taken-for-granted is problematised with the aim o f initiating questions and 

critiquing dialectically in a dialogically optimistic process that engages with the identity and 

existence o f the learner. This process is not a laissez-faire teacher-student relationship, but a task 

that requires rigorous methodological evaluation and self-critique on the part of the teacher. Real 

effort must be made to understand the voices o f members o f others and to open one’s own ideas to 

critical interrogation. Reflexivity emerges out o f  critique which emerges out o f  theory reflected in 

practice, but also by practice reflexively developing theory. The Freirean meta-theoretical 

perspective presented here supplies the teacher and counsellor with the tools to examine both the 

broader culture and society, one’s own received or unquestioned perspectives, as well as the 

potential to develop critically reflective students. There is perhaps a particular affinity with 

Freirean pedagogy in marginalised communities, where solidarity with students, families and 

communities is strong and the oppressive conditions provoke critically reflective thoughts."*^' I feel 

that this is unfortunate because, as Freire argues, any o f those who do not address the conditions of 

oppression impact the entire society.

Freire is not a guru who demands strict adherence, so that a teacher, learner or researcher 

employing Freirean concepts is presented with avenues into epistemological curiosity and critique, 

without resort to dogma or commandments as prescriptive methods. It is challenging to have a set 

o f principles to guide the way, with the understanding that the path must be made as it is walked, 

especially when one cannot walk alone. As the poet Frost describes in M ending Wall, culture is 

remade and enacted with others. Freire has stated:

'*20 Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 74.
Darder, 26.
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...I don’t want to be imported or exported. It is impossible to export pedagogical 
practices without reinventing them. Please tell...American educators not to import me.
Ask them to recreate me and rewrite my ideas."*^^

I believe that the key concepts identified here provide the way for a theory o f practice with others

and with humanisation as its goal.

2.5 Criticisms and Responses

Freire’s approach has inspired research and practice in Brazil and Latin America and across

the world across a diverse range in fields.'*^^ Successive generations o f  scholars and educators have

drawn inspiration from Freire and these include critical pedagogues, who also were inspired by

Marxist ideas they received through the work o f Freire. The development o f critical pedagogy is

deemed to be the reaction o f progressive educators against the institutionalising functions of

education where it focussed on the production o f identities in relation to the ordering,

representation and legitimation o f specific fonns o f knowledge and power. Critical pedagogy

broadly seeks to expose how relations o f power and inequality (social, cultural, economic) in their

myriad combinations and complexities are manifest and are challenged is grounded in and greatly

influenced by Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed.

Freire’s work has attracted a variety o f criticisms over the years. It is claimed that he

“politicised” teaching and learning, when these activities are politically neutral. He has not

provided clear cut methodological packages that correct educational problems. His focus on social

class at the expense o f gender and ethnicity in his early work has been considered problematic by

some educational theorists. Conversely, he has been criticised for not attending to matters o f  class

more staunchly. His theory has been criticised by post-modernists as a universalist. He has been

criticised as being phallocentric, patriarchal and excessively reliant on reason, rationality and

essentialist a r g u m e n t s . S o m e  o f these criticisms were addressed by Freire as his work developed.

A prime example o f Freire’s practice and theory in action is his response to criticisms o f his key

work Pedagogy’ o f  the Oppressed, in which critics saw the treatment o f gender issues relegated to a

minor position. Freire admits to being unreflectively accepting o f oppression in some o f its guises:

I am not making any excuse for the sexist language o f this book. I am just pointing out 
that during my formative years I did not escape the enveloping powers o f a highly

Paulo Freire and D onaldo P. M acedo, Teachers as Cultural Workers : L etters to Those Who D are Teach, 
Edge, Critical Studies in Educational Theory (Boulder, Colo.: W estview Press, 1998), xi.

Morrow and Torres, 1.

See: P. Roberts, Education, Literacy, and Hum anization: E xploring the Work o f  P aulo Freire (Bergin & 
Garvey, 2000), 2-3. Also: Hyslop-M argison and Dale, 2-5.
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sex ist culture in m y country. H ow ever, sin ce the publication o f  P ed a g o g y  o f  the 
O p p ressed  I have attempted to rid m y language o f  all those features that are 
dem eaning to w om en.

Freire explained how  he adapted and learned as he developed his own critical consciousness:

It is in this sense that I have exp lic itly  stated at the beginning o f  these com m ents m y  
debt to those w om en...for having m ade m e see h ow  m uch id eology  resides in 
language.'*^®

Here is Freire’s open-m indedness, hum ility and im perative to critique through dialogue to uncover 

oppression  or inequality, even  w hen perpetrated by o n e se lf  Critical con sciousness cannot be 

grasped through contem plation or critical se lf-reflex iv ity  alone, but in dialogue with others, even  

those w ith w hom  one m ight not im m ediately agree. From a Freirean point o f  v iew  all fornis o f  

cultural practice should be open to critical questioning with a language o f  p o s s ib i l i t y .T h i s  does 

not m ean, however, that all beliefs, values, attitudes, practices or social structures w ill be 

questioned all the time."'^^ Freire is exp lic itly  against any relativism  that results in cyn icism  and 

nihilism  (w hich  he termed reactionary postmodemity)'*-^ that are the anthesis o f  his p ed agogy o f  

hope:

...looking for som e final vantage point from w hich to interpret social life, remain  
politically  paralysed, their studied inaction resulting from  a stubborn b e lie f  that i f  they  
w ait long enough, they surely w ill be able to apprise them selves o f  a major, m essianic, 
supra-historical discourse that w ill resolve everything."'^®

Instead, Freire is the inspiration and the m odel for those w ho do not demand certainty and

id eo log ica l deterrninism, but seek  a rigour and a m ethodological perspective that has critical hope

as its foundation and its goal.

Freire’s work originates in and is inform ed by fiv e  central influences: existentialism ,

p henom enology, hum anism , Christian b e lie f  and M arxism . This m eans that his work is ec lectic  and

syncretic and this also has led to criticism  o f  his work. Paul V. Taylor goes so far as to say that to

v ie w  Freire’s thinking as eclectic  is “ ...to underestim ate the degree to w hich he borrowed directly

from other sources, and the affinity w hich he found in other authors on w hom  he w as confidently

Paulo Freire and Donaldo Macedo "A Dialogue with Paulo Freire" In McLaren and Leonard, Paulo 
Freire : A Critical Encounter, 170-171.
'*26 Freire and Freire, Pedagogy o f  Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 55.

Freire and Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Heart, 59.
Peter Roberts, "Epistemology, Ethics and Education; Addressing Dilemmas o f Difference in the Work o f  

Paulo Freire," Studies in Philosophy and Education 22, no. 2 (2003): 164.
Freire, Letters to Cristina : Reflections on My Life and Work, 84. Freire, Teachers as Cultural Workers : 

Letters to Those Who Dare Teach, 26.
Peter McLaren, "This Fist Called My Heart: Public Pedagogy in the Belly o f the Beast," in Practising 
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able to rely for support.”'*̂ ' By implying that Freire is a plagiarist at worst, and unimaginative and

uncritical at best is to miss the ethical force in his motivations and the dialogical intent o f  his

methodology. A more considered view o f Freire’s work is put forth by Dale and Hyslop-Margison

as they see an ongoing misreading of his work as a function o f its philosophical depth, which itself

is detrimental to the appreciation o f his contribution:

Our fundam ental thesis is that a paucity o f  in-depth philosophical analysis has left an 
unacceptable deficit in understanding, appreciating and applying F reire’s work while 
promoting frequent misconceptions and creating superficial practice within education. 
Indeed, the philosophical assumptions contributing to Freire’s critical pedagogy 
require significant intellectual effort to identify, unravel, and ultimately evaluate on 
the basis o f  their epistemic, moral and pedagogical tenability.'*^^

Freire has become a bete noire to those who ideologically oppose him, and he has been

vilified as a woolly-thinker, a mystifying obscurantist who is too abstract, too psychological, too

u t o p i a n . H i s  work is often portrayed in simplistic terms, perhaps due to his conversational style

and his aim o f speaking to teachers. His work has been linked to refonns in American cities where

practitioners have been accused o f teaching social justice to ‘not really oppressed students’. T h e

utopian Freire is criticised, but he is ahead of the critics with his recognition that utopia, is not a

place (it means both good place and no place), but that it is itself realised in the striving and the aim

of humanisation. Freire did not produce any book presenting “Ten top tips to becoming a better

teacher”, “Critical Consciousness Made Easy”, or “pedagogy o f freedom in five easy steps” .

Instead he presented densely written and richly allusive books that require more than one reading.

He also produced publications that were dialogical, epistolary and led by example in demanding

engagement with ideas, others and the word as a sine qua non for reading the world. Yet, Sol Stem

writes that Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed is:

...a utopian political tract calling for the overthrow o f capitalist hegemony and the 
creation of classless societies. Teachers who adopt its pernicious ideas risk hanning 
their students - and ironically, their most disadvantaged students will suffer the 
most.”"*̂^

Other critics have argued that the attempts to reveal the underlying values, interests, and power 

relationships that structure educational policies and practices are anti-intellectual:

Taylor, The Texts o f Paulo Freire, 34. 
Hyslop-Margison and Dale, 5. (Italics in original.) 
Taylor, The Texts o f Paulo Freire, 2.
Stem.
Ibid.
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Today, anti-subject-matter educationists profess faith in general, “critical thinking” 
skills much as traditionalists did, but with just as little scientific justification. Although 
“critical thinking” has replaced the vocationalism of earlier decades as an aim that is 
superior to mere book learning, the same anti-intellectual, anti-subject-matter, and 
supposedly anti-elitist bias lies at its root. It was assumed that teaching all children 
“practical know-how” would have a socially levelling effect; that children from all 
sorts o f families and with all sorts o f abilities would meet on the common ground of 
citizenship; that unacademic, practical schooling would be highly democratic in its 
teachings and effects. But what in fact occurred and still occurs is a widening o f the 
academic and economic gap between haves and have-nots. Teaching “practical,” anti- 
bookish skills such as critical thinking has turned out to be highly impractical and 
inequitable."*^^

Freire’s ideas may be utopian, radical and threatening to some, but the criticism that Freire 

lacks rigour or hard work in either his theory or in practice, misunderstands or has misread his 

work. Furthermore, the idea that Freire’s pedagogy would harm his students is not only a 

misreading, but a complete misrepresentation o f the m an’s work. Freire argues that educators must 

be directive in their approach to p e d a g o g y . S o ,  while it is true that Freire provides a radical 

departure to education that denies an unquestioned adherence to a curriculum as presented by a 

banking approach to education, an approach that threatens critics like Stem or Hirsch, he also 

offers a pedagogy that encourages critical thought, dialogue and grounding in experience as 

effective teaching methods to impart a foundation for life-long learning and for critical thinking in 

a process o f becoming: in short o f personal and social transfomiation. There is no doubt that a 

Freirean pedagogy assumes that it is essential that one understand that there must be a concern for 

the care and education o f the students at all times, both practice and theory must not be developed 

or enacted at the expense o f students achieving what may be the best for them and their families.

There is a rationality at the heart o f Freire’s work, but criticisms that Freire’s work has 

been founded on essentialist arguments have been countered by Hyslop-Margison and Dale,"*^* 

McLaren,'^^^ and Morrow and Torres."'"*® Essentialism is a theory based on the belief o f an 

irreducible and unchanging, and therefore constitutive, essence. The criticism o f Freire’s 

essentialist argument is his emphasis on the essential quality o f reason or c o n t e m p l a t i o n . T h e  

defence o f Freire’s work against essentialism is best summed up by Morrow and Torres who argue

E.D. Hirsch, The Schools We Need and Why We Don't Have Them (Anchor Books/Doubleday, 1999), 114. 
Mayo. (Italics added.)
Hyslop-Margison and Dale.
P. McLaren and C. Lankshear, Politics o f Liberation: Paths from Freire (Routiedge, 1994), 212.
Morrow and Torres.
Hyslop-Margison and Dale, 87-90.
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his work resists simplistic reduction to ‘ideologically oriented inquiry’, but rather proposes a

critical realist ontology that rejects essentialism. Instead, they argue, Freire offers:

. . . a  constructivist and pragmatist conception o f  epistemology that is antipositivist but 
not antiscientific or purely subjectivist; and a pluralist conception o f  methodology 
within which participatory dialogue provides a regulative ideal, but not an exclusive 
model o f social inquiry.

Therefore, Freire’s work itself is the result of a multifaceted process and is not a reified, lofty 

methodological rubric or essentialist approach to be strictly adhered to. He frequently refers to the 

difficulty o f merging critical thought and daily life in a classroom, where teaching is a demanding 

activity, full o f unpredictable m o m e n ts .S u p e rf ic ia l  engagement with Freire’s work is possible 

because it is at once both relatively easily understood and conceptually simple yet, allusive, 

scholarly and dense. Consequently, part o f the process o f taking a Freirean perspective demands 

one wrestle with his work to engage with and interpret and recreate his ideas with a critically 

optimistic intent, but also to engage in a dialogue with the man, his work and those influences that 

inform his work. Freire made it clear that it was only by reinterpretation and re-creation that his 

work would become meaningful and relevant. Freire’s ideas have inspired academics who find his 

work relevant across a broad range o f subjects. A list o f  Freire’s dialogue with others in over 120 

publications has been compiled by Schugurensky"'"''’ and includes thinkers such as Fyodor 

Dostoevsky, Antonio Grainsci, Jurgen Habennas and Jack Mezirow. The application o f a “Freirean- 

based” pedagogy has been noted educational projects across a wide range o f disciplines around the 

w o r l d . A  central lesson from reading Freire is that the fundamental and narrow use o f any book 

or idea by ideologues can misrepresent the original intentions, inhibit creativity and oppress human 

development.

The response to the question o f the humanisation process as identified by Freire is that it is 

as relevant now as it ever has been as Irish culture is changing and the cultures o f schools change 

with it. Freire wrote about citizenship, that it is a “...construction that, never finished demands we 

fight for it.”"'"'® To what extent this type o f critical social and political questioning is possible in a 

traditional secondary school in Ireland is open to research and debate. A follow on question would

Morrow and Torres, 33. (Italics in original.)
Shor and Freire, 3.
Schugurensky, Paulo Freire, 188-191.
Morrow and Torres, 1.
Freire, Teachers as Cultural Workers : Letters to Those Who Dare to Teach, 90.

123



have to be, is it defensible or tolerable not to develop a pedagogy o f this type? Any response must 

keep in mind there has been little analysis o f what students may or may not want from a 

transformative teacher or that students may resist critical pedagogical practices: “ ...how young 

people might become agents for a transformative politics that would alter their own status as 

subordinates is not entertained.”'*"*'̂  This study is an attempt to address this question by asking 

young people about their experiences of education to determine if this type o f educational practice 

is in their interests and meets their needs. It is true that individual educators are able to engender a 

sense o f hope and possibility in the lives o f some of the most marginalised students."*"*^

By employing generative themes, limits and boundaries are tested and the themes themselves 

contain the possibility o f  unfolding into again as many themes, which in their turn call for new 

tasks to be fulfilled.'*'*® It is argued here that the recurring themes: dialogue, dialectics, praxis, 

problematising, experience and humanisation serve as the foundation for the central concepts that 

fonn the structure o f meaningful educational enterprise. However, that the systematic nature o f 

oppression and its effects are the result o f cultural, social, economic and psychological factors that 

are beyond the influence o f the individual teacher or counsellor is also accepted. Public policy, 

ideology, mass media, historical factors and other influences are powerful and not easy 

counteracted in the classroom or other teacher-student interactions. School culture, social pressure 

and other factors also militate against progressive change.

It has been said that Freire is not a man about whom one remains neutral.'*^® If  this is the case 

it is another instance of the combination o f theory and practice in reflexivity that inheres in Freire’s 

work: education is not, and never will be neutral. If  one writes about or researches educational 

matters, there is some perspective or ideology at issue. If  one has a concern with the mequalities 

present in the socio-economic structures in which one works, o f the position o f the subject in a 

bureaucratic system or organisation, o f social control and reproduction, then Freire’s work offers a 

methodological epistemology for pedagogy. It is true that Freire is vague on how any future society 

will be structured, how conflicts between personal freedom and social responsibility will be 

resolved or o f how capital will be distributed and as a consequence charges o f vague and mystical

Kathleen Lynch, Equality in Education (Dublin: Gill & Macmillan, 1999), 218. 
Smyth and others.
Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 102.
Taylor, The Texts o f  Paulo Freire, 1.
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theorising have been levelled against him."* '̂ However, it must be accepted that Freire is attempting

to describe processes and events that are as easy to explain as predicting the future, but it does not

mean that the questions should not be asked. As for the emancipatory interest and the questioning

of taken-for-granted assumptions and critique o f power, McLaren and Farahmandpur argue that

Freire’s critique o f capitalism and class exploitation has been largely ignored and that he has

suffered a steady domestication and embourgeoisement o f his work/^^ In response, Freire him self

identified the difficulty o f questioning the power o f neoliberal discourse and claimed that one o f

the greatest obstacles to developing critical consciousness is the fatalistic ideology embedded in

this perverse ethic founded on the laws o f the market:

It is the ideology that seeks the demise o f ideology itself and the death o f  history, the 
vanishing o f utopia, the annihilation o f dreams. It is a fatalistic ideology that, taking a 
despotic approach to education, reduces it to mere training in the employment of 
technical dexterity or scientific knowing.'^^^

The recognition that there are wider cultural contexts, historical political and economic forces that

intersect to create and perpetuate inequalities is relevant to me as something that not only coheres

with one’s own experience and practices as a teacher and counsellor, but also with one’s own

personal thought and development. It is impossible to think with Freire without questioning

economic orthodoxies and recognising that developing a new awareness requires a new lexicon,

developing a framework for understanding, thinking and acting. By developing a set o f key

concepts for action, one is developing a set o f tools and a critical vernacular with which to interpret

and understand experience and to act. Therefore, his work supplies a theoretical perspective on

development and ethical action by emphasising the social contextualisation of ideology and culture.

By developing a terminology for action one can avoid engaging in a recapitulation o f the ideas and

concepts that are bound to reproduce social inequality and marginalisation. Rather, the process

develops a methodology o f theory and practice to challenge existing and unequal structures.

The truth is that, “...somewhere at this very moment, an educator in a classroom, a school

playground, or university hall will say, proudly, that she/he is implementing a Freirean project

inspired by the reading o f Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed... Therefore, at the same time one is

'‘51 Ibid., 55-58.
'•^^Hyslop-Margison and Dale, Chapter 4. ; McLaren and Farahmandpur, Teaching against Global Capitalism 
and the New Imperialism : A Critical Pedagogy, 55. See also:
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involved in a project that is both an individual journey and an organic part o f a larger project 

founded on critical optimism grounded in experience and hope. Freire’s work empowers teachers 

and educators with the belief that they can make a social difference, and doing so gives one’s work 

ontological significance. Why Freire? It is argued here that with Freire one can develop a 

theoretical perspective on development grounded in ethical action:

To the extent that the future is problematic and not inexorable, the human praxis -
action and reflection - requires decisions, severance and choice. It requires ethics.^^^

With a dialectical orientation, an awareness o f cultural factors and a critical optimism the 

counsellor or teacher can develop a dialogical framework for becoming the agent o f ethical change 

and reconciliation in the secondary s c h o o l . S u c h  a perspective and approach is the basis for an 

ethical and transformative practice that questions received language, discourse, and structures and 

opens the way to new, better, forms o f being and relating. This, in Freirean tenninology, is the 

process o f humanisation.

For Giroux, Freire represents three key interventions: He exemplified what it meant to be a 

public intellectual; he emphasised the relationship between theory and practice as an act o f politics; 

his commitment and detemiination to his project.'*^’ The insights provided by Freire into the 

educational process, the presence o f asymmetrical power relations, the psychology o f the teacher 

and learner and the real goal o f education have had a significant and deep influence on me as a 

teacher and researcher and has changed the direction and charged the ethics o f this study with 

significance.

Summary

As if  to demonstrate the instrumental thinking o f which he was such a fierce critic and so 

despised in action, when Paulo Freire died in 1997 at the age o f 76, the same Harvard Graduate 

School o f Education that embraced Freire into its programme, dropped a seminar devoted to 

liberation pedagogy inspired by him. Donaldo Macedo, wrote that HGSE’s interest in “ ...his ideas 

and work was purely a matter o f public relations.”"'̂ * Yet, for the besieged o f global neoliberalism, 

Freire remains an international figurehead in the development of critical education. His works have

Freire, Letters to Cristina : Reflections on My Life and Work, 164.
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been republished in various formats and styles and versions, (academic essays and educational 

tracts, dialogues) and often without a careful tracking o f where or when specific pieces were 

written, yet his work has retained a continuity o f agendas, themes and concepts."’̂ ®

What emerges from this review of Freire’s work is a recognition that an understanding o f the 

context in which learning and teaching takes place is necessary and that teachers and their activities 

should be considered as a cultural practice that can only be understood through considerations of 

history, politics, power, and culture. The relational arrangements in schools and between teachers 

and students are constructed by wider socio-political and economic circumstances, and that they 

will either reproduce these circumstances or change them. Freire’s perspective resists the 

subsumption o f education to the exclusivity o f economic development, rather he demands that 

issues o f equity and cultural fomiation take precedence over economic issues. A perspective, not so 

much informed or inspired by Freire, but rather realised  in the manner o f becoming aware and 

critical o f understanding, but also o f giving forni to it, o f making it happen is the goal. A vision 

realised in this way refuses a reliance on grand theory that tends to foster epistemologically closed 

thinking by excluding thought that does not confomi to its precepts, but instead presents a meta

theory for practice: a process of critique, rather than a school of thought. Freire’s work was 

founded on the belief that pedagogy and all forms o f critical education are founded on honest 

dialogue based on epistemological openness and dialectal thought that sees the world as a layered, 

interrelated system o f relationships and processes o f subjectivity and objectivity, past and future, 

current and new knowledge experienced in dialogue with others. Problematising the world and 

critically engaging with others in dialogue to create new knowledge to act on and transfonn the 

world is the praxis o f Freirean pedagogy. It is argued here that the five key concepts to seek to 

realise this praxis are the following:

(i) Dialogue and Critical Optimism

(ii) Problematising and Critique: A Dialectical Approach

(iii) Praxis: Theory in Practice and Practice Grounded in Theory

(iv) Content Grounded in the Experience o f the Student

(v) Humanisation: Creating Culture

The above is not a fonnula or recipe for success in counselling or teaching, but these key

concepts have emerged as a suggestion for an evolving and recursive praxis founded on on an

Morrow and Torres, 11-13.
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ethical force for change. These ideas m ay be em ployed  in diverse approaches, m ethods and

populations, retaining their aspirations for individual and social change and also serving as a

unifying force in a fragm ented profession. In Freirean terms, to recognise p eop le’s contradictions,

possib ilities and potential to both create culture and escape its lim iting features is the process o f

hum anisation. To deny this potential and to v iew  people as not only subject to, but determined by

their oppressive circum stances is dehum anising. A  fragm ented v iew  o f  identity, educational

d isciplines, the education process and project is the transm ission and creation o f  a fragmented

culture. Critical thought in volves thinking against, not for the sake o f  it, but for critically and

optim istically exam ining the social and political forces within a society. The struggle is to see the

self-in-relation, to the culture, the econom y, to on e’s political circum stances:

Our struggle as w om en, m en, blacks, workers, Brazilians, North A m ericans, French, 
or B oliv ian s, is influenced by our gender, race, class, culture, and history, 
con d ition in gs that mark us. Our struggle, n evertheless, departs from  these  
conditionings and converges in the direction o f  being m ore, in the direction o f  
universal objectives. Or e lse , for m e at least, the fight w ould m ake no sense.

A  Freirean approach dovetails w ith the concept o f  acculturation identified by John W.

Berry. On the one hand there is the process by w hich a human being acquires the culture o f  a

society, but also there is the understanding that a group or individual must be altered or m odified  to

transfonn the culture into som ething new. The Am erican writer bel hooks has called  this insight the

construction o f  an identity in resistance and is an essential insight into both the p sych ology  and the

socio logy  o f  being: “We cannot enter the struggle as objects in order later to b ecom e subjects” ."̂®'

Teachers and students in som e schools are faced with the reality o f  culture shock in their

daily interactions as Freire describes here:

W hen inexperienced m idd le-class teachers take teaching positions in peripheral areas
o f  the city, c lass-specific  tastes, values, languages, discourse, syntax, sem antics,
everything about the students m ay seem  contradictory to the point o f  being shocking  
and frightening. It is necessary, however, that teachers understand that the students’ 
syntax; their m anners, tastes, and w ays o f  addressing teachers and colleagues; and the 
rules governing their fighting and playing am ong them selves are all part o f  their 
cultural identity, w hich never lacks an elem ent o f  class. O nly as learners recognise  
them selves dem ocratically and see that their right to say “I be” is respected w ill they 
b ecom e able to learn the dom inant gram m atical reasons w hy they should say “I

460 Preire, Letters to Cristina : Reflections on My Life and Work, 164-165.
bel hooks "bel hooks Speaking About Paulo Freire - The Man, His Work" InMcLaren and Leonard, Paulo 
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As well as relating a type o f culture shock, the above also seems to be speaking o f an acculturation 

process as he describes the social and psychological exchanges that take place when there is 

continuous contact and interaction between individuals from different cultures. Here class, 

organisational and social, cultures serve as an example o f the complex network o f cultural and 

identity matters involved in many situations of educational exchange. Indeed, if there is not 

disturbance o f some sort, one might argue that true learning is not taking place. The process o f 

culture shock, acculturative stress and acculturation can lead to greater personal awareness and 

growth: in a word, transformation.

In Freire’s vision this is the humanising praxis for the teacher: “To achieve this, they must 

be partners of the students in their relations with them.”"*®̂ A Freirean approach to education should 

regard difference as essential for being and learning, and that recognising difference is not merely 

compatible with his notion of educational dialogue, but essential for it."' '̂' Freire argued for a 

position o f ‘unity in diversity’ and remained committed to the political ideals o f solidarity and 

collective struggle. He was a staunch opponent o f neoliberalism and drew attention to the 

destructive impact of neoliberal policies in Brazil and other countries, and argued against the 

marketisation o f education, the commodification o f knowledge, and the ethics o f greed and 

exploitation at the heart o f global capitalist expansion. This review o f Freire’s work has assimilated 

and distilled five concepts from which new configurations can be actively tested and to serve as 

key guidelines in creating new experiences. It is argued here that the recurring themes: dialogue, 

dialectics, praxis, problematising, experience and humanisation serve as the foundation for the 

central concepts that form the structure o f meaningful educational enterprise.

Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 75.
Freire and Freire, Pedagogy o f  Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 157.
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Chapter Three 

Making History: Erik Erikson, Adolescence, Generativity and Acculturation

Stephen Dedalus 
Class o f  Elements 

Clongowes Wood College 
Sallins 

County Kildare 
Ireland 
Europe 

The World 
The Universe

- James Joyce, A Portrait o f  the Artist as a Young Man'^^^

Introduction

...my Recifeness explained my Pernambucanity, that the latter clarified my 

Northeastness, which in turn shed light on my Brazilianity my Brazilianity elucidated 

my Latin Americarmess, and the latter made me a person o f the world.

- Paulo Freire, Pedagogy o f  Hope^^^

In A Portrait o f  the Artist as a Young Man James Joyce’s alter ego Stephen Daedalus is not 

performing well in school and, like schoolboys everywhere, his mind wanders. He tries to study, 

but instead meditates on God, the cosmos and his place it. He reads a list, a chain o f identities that 

he had previously written in his geography textbook. He begins with his name, school and class 

and lists county, country, and so on in ascending order, ending in ‘The Universe’. Here Joyce 

presents a global context o f identity, a chain o f being in which one is connected by a series of 

identity markers to the cosmos in which Stephen, like many young people, is involved in a process 

o f identity definition and formation. In this exercise, Joyce also reveals the circumscribed and 

limiting impositions of culture, the barriers and the labels which demarcate and constrain identity’s 

potentials. In A Portrait, Joyce wrote o f the social and cultural paralysis o f the Ireland from which 

he went into exile. The themes o f the novel, identity and personal transformation, are significant as 

Stephen Dedalus lives and develops from childhood to adulthood and he passes through a series of 

phases before he becomes an adult. In the novel personal transformation is likened to the process of 

artistic development as his intellectual transformations help forge his identity as an artist and shape 

his future writing. The process o f adolescent development for Dedalus is also accompanied by

Joyce and Johnson, A Portrait o f the Artist as a Young Man, 27.
466 Freire Freire, Pedagogy o f  Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 73-74.
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alienation and disaffection from his culture, his family, and indeed, from him self These processes 

are integral to his artistry.

Joyce was able escape, leaving Ireland to forge his artistic identity, but his insights into the 

consciousness o f the adolescent searching for meaning in a culture from which they feel alienated 

are significant. His search for cosmic connection is also significant. Above, Paulo Freire also treads 

the “existential road”'*̂ '' from the local to the universal, from his birthplace Recife to the world, 

dialectically engaging at multiple levels o f being and identity, each explaining and influencing the 

connection to the next. Both Joyce and Freire were thinkers at a universal level, inclusive, 

syncretic, creative, humane men who drew on early experiences as they lived peripatetic lives o f 

exile, rejection, censorship. Both men also experienced the recognition o f their artistry and 

humanity. Indeed, it is this interactive nexus o f exile, oppression, struggle, history and identity that 

is the very cauldron in which their own integrated thoughts were forged. Erik Erikson also lived a 

life of exile and rejection and eventual recognition and acceptance, and his body o f work 

constructed a theory o f identity development over the course o f the life cycle that, as with Freire 

and Joyce, retains a vision o f integration and wholeness and search for universality.

Identity, its manifestations and development have recently been emphasised as a ‘big idea’ 

in the framework for a new Junior Cycle. In Innovation and Identity’, the NCCA finds that the 

identity o f adolescents, “ ...needed to be front and centre in our deliberations, but also we needed to 

be mindful o f the seemingly perpetual identity crisis o f  lower secondary education.”"*®* The 

psychologist Erik Erikson has been recognised as being synonymous with identity and its crises.'*®  ̂

His discovery or recognition o f the crisis o f adolescence may be seen as the point o f  intersection 

where the life history of the individual begins its existential journey into the public history o f 

society. Erikson has written that it is at this crisis period in adolescence that the individual either 

achieves or fails to achieve historical perspective: “ ...a sense o f the irreversibility o f significant 

events and an often urgent need to understand fully and quickly what kind o f happenings in reality 

and in thought detennine others, and why.”‘’ °̂ Not only are adolescents attempting to place 

themselves in a position in place and time, but they are being readied to continue and create the

Freire and Freire, P edagogy o f  the H eart, 39.

N CCA, Innovation & Identity: Schools D eveloping Junior Cycle.

Lawrence Jacob Friedman, Identity's A rc h ite c t: A B iography o f  E rik H. Erikson, 1st Harvard U niversity  
Press pbk. ed. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000).
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society and community they inhabit. According to Erikson, each generation o f adolescents, “ ...can

and must revitalise each institution even as it grows into it.”"̂ '̂ Innovation and Identity finds that

institutional revitalisation is part o f a system wide change that is essential in modem Irish schools:

It suggested that our traditional model o f  change -  that viewed schools and classrooms 
(and sometimes, teachers) as the objects o f the change, had run its course. This set o f 
ideas was the focus o f lots o f  comment and discussion in the course o f the consultation 
process, with strong support for placing schools, teachers and students at the centre o f 
the change process.

Erikson identified the role that conflict and crisis play in adolescence as identity emerges

from previous experiences and is formed in new relationships with others. The aim is to be

successfully socially integrated. For Erikson, the focus on the crisis o f adolescence is on the search

for, and consolidation of, a self-definition that can be used to support self-directed negotiations and

social interactions in the future. As the adolescent moves towards progressively higher states of

complexity, they do so with a creative impulse that craves recognition and affinnation from the

wider culture. Identity development therefore is a journey towards ‘wholeness’ both within the

psyche  and with the polis. This integration is not always possible, but it continues to be sought out.

As an example, at the end o f A Portrait o f  the Artist, the young Stephen Dedalus is ready to flee the

constricts o f the very structures that defined him early on in his life as he recognises that they are

“nets” and escape becomes his ambition. The adolescent Daedalus claims both a link to the past

and a creative future for the psyche and polis as he embarks on a new life:

Welcome, O life! I go to encounter for the millionth time the reality o f experience and 
to forge in the smithy o f my soul the uncreated conscience o f my race."’’^

An Eriksonian perspective views the formation o f identity as tangled, iterative and carried 

out in the presence o f others and but also as a creative, dialogical, dialectical and intergenerational 

process. This perspective not only contributes to the understanding o f individual development but 

emphasises that each generation has a role to play in its movement through adolescence into 

adulthood to revitalise and recreate the very institutions and culture which have shaped its growth. 

Accordingly, adolescence and its generational involvement with adults is the particular focus of 

this chapter. A view o f culture creation or ‘making history’ as expressed by Stephen Dedalus above, 

accords with Freire’s vision o f teachers as cultural workers and with the second ‘big idea’ identified 

by the NCCA in Innovation and Identity, which finds it essential to focus on the school as the site

Erikson, Childhood and Society, 271.
NCCA, Innovation & Identity: Schools Developing Junior Cycle. 5.
Joyce and Johnson, A Portrait o f the Artist as a Young Man.
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of innovation, and on teachers and  students as the agents o f any change process. Erikson identified

this as a generative necessity over half a century ago:

But in youth the tables o f childhood dependence begin slowly to turn: no longer is it 
merely for the old to teach the young the meaning o f life. It is the young who, by their 
responses and actions, tell the old whether life as represented to them has some vital 
promise, and it is the young who carry in them the power to confirm those who 
confimi them, to renew and regenerate, to disavow what is rotten, to reform and 
rebel."’’"'

Erikson’s work, with his emphasis on identity and culture creation in the relationship between the 

generations is due for a reevaluation in the light o f the ‘big ideas’ identified by the NCCA in 

Innovation and Identity. His contribution to understanding adolescent identity is fourfold;

a. He identifies a process inherent in the self/organism as it develops socially, 
psychologically and physically.

b. Erikson recognises the central role adolescent crisis plays in identity development.
c. Erikson identifies the social and intergenerational as organising and influencing 

factors in development.
d. Erikson's work points to ways o f thinking about the teacher-pupil relationship that 

is supported by recent research findings that may help teachers develop praxis that 
is congruent with Freire’s pedagogy.

It is argued here that there are a number o f points o f congruence or encounter, but also key

divergences, between the works o f Erik Erikson and Paulo Freire.

3.1 Erik H. Erikson: The Man and Identity

Erik Erikson’s interest in identity seemed to stem from an uncertain paternity and his

immigrant status in the United States and was possibly the motivation for his theoretical

development which was fiindamentally based on questions o f identity. As if  he was the living

embodiment o f his fiiture theoretical frameworks, at different times o f his life Erikson possessed

different names. He was bom Erik Salomonsen, grew up as Erik Homberger and became Erik H.

Erikson only after becoming a citizen o f the United States in 1939.

Erik Salomonsen was bom to a Danish mother living in Frankfurt. His mother, Karla

Abrahamsen was a scion o f to a prominent German-Jewish merchant family from Copenhagen. The

literature surrounding Karla’s early life and the birth o f Erikson is disputed and there are a number

o f discrepancies which have not been ultimately determined.'*’  ̂ What is clear is that Erik

Salomonsen was bom  on June 15, 1902 in Frankfurt am Main, Gennany and lived with his mother

and extended family in Frankfurt in Germany. When Erik was three Karla married Jewish

paediatrician. Dr. Theodore Homburger. Consequently, Erikson grew up in Germany with a mother

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis.
See: Friedman, 30.
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who was Danish in appearance in a Jewish family with a Jewish step-father who later developed 

German nationalistic feelings. In the circumstances of this complex identity configuration, it could 

be argued that Erikson grew up having to navigate multiple border crossings in the negotiation of 

his own identity, leading to his understanding of the development of an individual within a 

particular social construction as axiomatic.

In adolescence Erikson was not an academic high flyer. While he received a classical 

education from the gymnasium, he left school directionless but with an interest in art and German 

literature. At the age of 20 he set off on his Wanderschaft, hiking the roads of Europe, reading and 

writing. During this period Erikson was the epitome of the backpacking student as he wandered 

through Germany and the Black Forest, taking notes in his journal and sketching in his notebooks. 

The Wanderschaft is largely a German phenomenon, a postponement of adulthood, a break from 

the rigidity of schooling and the commitments of adulthood. This period of wandering and 

wondering laid the foundation for Erikson’s conceptualisation of a ‘psychosocial moratorium’ 

during the adolescent period of development.'’’® The conjunction of this period of reflective 

wandering and his underlying identity ambivalences founded upon uncertain paternity, and 

religious, ethnic and personal anomie, led him to later credit this period of life as an “identity 

crisis”."'̂ ’ As his wanderings concluded, the young man Erikson seemed to take direction when he 

arrived in Vienna and found a vocation in the area of child psychoanalysis and education where he 

became an analysand of Anna Freud, daughter of Sigmund. Erikson also studied Montessori 

methods of education. With a diploma in Montessori education and one from the Vienna 

Psychoanalytic Society a synthesis in his thinking occurred that provided Erikson with an 

overarching structure for his theoretical framework, bringing together the personal and the social, 

establishing a view of identity and development that is dialectical rather than essentialist and static. 

By integrating the insights of depth psychoanalysis, the directed play methodology of the 

Montessori method with the individual circumstances of his own personal identity enigmas, one 

may see a conelation with his conceptualisation of the inner and outer influences on identity 

development. The search for identity has clear roots in Erikson’s early years, but the time he spent 

with Sigmund and Anna Freud and their followers, formalised his thinking and gave him an 

opportunity to develop his ideas. Indeed, his time spent with Freud was a significant influence on

See: ibid., 47-48.
'*’7 Ibid., 49.
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Erikson’s development as he found a great “mythical figure” that seemed to connect him, through

his step-father, to his own, romanticised missing father."*’* Erikson was however not simply a

follower or idolater and Freud’s rigidity as his thinking developed, Erikson’s came to the

conclusion that identity developed over a lifetime:

Even the most venerable training psychoanalyst is (and must be) both welcomed as a 
liberating agent and resisted as a potential indoctrinator, and thus be both accepted and 
rejected as an identity model: for in all pursuits which attempt to gain a rational foot
hold in man's pervasive irrationality, insights retain an unconscious involvement 
which can only be clarified by lifelong maturation."^’®

Identity is therefore viewed not as something that one is printed with, but rather is an unfolding,

where new iterations o f identity subsume, rather than supplant, earlier ones.

Erikson developed these ideas further by working in the Hietzing school in Vienna and 

continued his psychoanalysis. The school at Hietzing was promoted by Anna Freud as part o f her 

mission to develop child analysis as a professional calling. The ethos was o f the school was 

founded on full adult-child reciprocity which was considered indispensable to its mission. The 

cooperation o f parent, child and analyst were necessary preconditions for learning.'’*® Erikson’s 

thinking developed a less hierarchic orientation at Hietzing through his association with specific 

children at the school and again he veered away from Freudian orthodoxy. Implicitly, as he worked 

and taught in the school, Erikson was developing a mutual resonance, a sense o f equality that was 

not grounded in legal, psychoanalytical, political or economic imperatives, but that became 

normative, indeed essential for the emotional support between adults and children.'^*' While he 

remained affimied in the Freudian paradigm, he began to understand the necessity o f the concrete, 

specific, and personal emotional rapport between an adult and a youth that is not addressed by the 

psychoanalytic perspective. By identifying this unique association o f two generations as vital to 

human existence, he was connecting the importance o f personal rapport as a mediator o f the psyche 

and the polis, the old and the young."**  ̂ The relationship between individual and community, adult 

and adolescent was to became manifest in Erikson’s conceptualisation o f Generativity.

In 1930, Erikson married Joan Mowat Serson, daughter o f an Episcopalian minister. She 

was a Canadian-born American, who had moved to Vienna to pursue a dissertation on modem

-’’^Ibid., 73-75.a
Erik H. Erikson, "Autobiographic Notes on the Identity Crisis," Daedalus 99, no. 4 (1970): 735.

480 Fnedman, 62-63.

Ibid., 91-92.
*̂2 Ibid., 91.
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dance for a Ph.D. from Columbia. Sensing the trouble developing in Germany and Austria, the

couple m oved to Copenhagen, and in 1933, they escaped Europe altogether, leaving for America.

This period o f crisis would also have a significant influence on Erikson’s thought as the impact of

aggressive nationalism and the disenfranchisement o f minorities in fascist pre-war Europe became

apparent. Feeling that he was accepted neither as fully Jewish nor fully German in the United

States, in mid-life Erikson converted to Christianity and became American. The experience o f

marginalisation regarding family, nation and religion allowed Erikson to become a new man and

Erik Homberger became “Erik H. Erikson” as part of his naturalisation process. Again, the

literature varies as to the reason for the name c h a n g e . S o m e  have said this was a way o f

establishing a new identity in a new land, others suggest it stemmed from a rejection o f his

adoptive father or o f his Jewish heritage. It cannot be disputed that even a simplistic view o f such

an action suggests that identity is a significant matter here. As Erik H. Erikson his work developed

and synthesised his thinking on identity, its characteristics and manifestations and as an immigrant,

he took particular interest in the position o f migrants and the influences o f migration for personal

identity. His studies found that psychosocial equilibrium requires an engagement with, or a

participation in a cultural identity in which one feels at home:

To have the courage o f one’s diversity is a sign o f wholeness in individuals and in 
civilisation. But wholeness, too, must have defined boundaries. In the present state of 
our civilisation, it is not yet possible to foresee whether or not a more universal 
identity promises to embrace all the diversities and dissonances, relativities and mortal 
dangers which emerge with technological and scientific progress.

Erikson spent the rest o f his life teaching at Yale, Harvard, University o f California, 

Berkeley and working with troubled youths at the Austen Riggs Centre in Stockbridge, 

Massachusetts. It is remarkable that Erikson was able to make his way in these top institutions 

without the benefit o f a medical degree. While he had his Montessori and Psychoanalytic Institute 

diplomas, Erikson had no higher degree, and held important positions in top universities at a time 

when psychoanalysis was growing ever more medical and professionalized.'**^ Also, during this 

time he developed friendships and associations with anthropologists such as Ruth Benedict, 

Margaret Mead, and Gregory Bateson and psychologists Henry Murray and Kurt Lewin. He also

Paul Roazen, Erik H. Erikson : The Power and Limits o f a Vision (New York: Free Press, 1976), 99. See 
also: Friedman. C.H. Hoare, Erikson on Development in Adulthood: New Insights from the Unpublished 
Papers (Oxford University Press, 2002), 11.

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 90.
Jerome S. Bruner, "The Artist as Analyst," The New York Review o f Books December 3, 1987.
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studied the cultures o f the Sioux and Yurok native Americans which reinforced his cultural/ 

anthropological perspective on identity, leading him to recognise how the external physical 

landscape contributes to the shaping o f the psyche. Another insight he gleaned from his work in the 

years which included the care o f returned veterans and troubled youth which led him to conclude 

that psychosocial identity is an entity that is first built during childhood and adolescence, but 

whose solidity can be jeopardised by extraordinarily stressful experiences as egos lose the 

coherence developed in earlier life stages."**® This finding would also accord with his finding o f the 

need to identify with a national culture in which one feels at home and the loss o f mastery that 

accompanies o f the loss o f community life and its support.

Erikson’s first published book was Childhood and Society (1950 revised in 1963).'^*^ Here, 

he put forth the first version o f his lifelong task o f conceptualising the human life-span 

development as a cumulative process over a series o f eight stages in which one undergoes a series 

o f crises. This book provided a strikingly different approach to the prevailing views o f human 

development and psychology and his work opened up a new field o f study in adult development. 

He expanded and refined his theory in later books and revisions, including: Identity and the Life 

Cycle (1959); Insight and Responsibility (1964); and Vital Involvement in Old Age  (1989). 

Throughout these writings, Erikson postulated that there are a series o f predictable changes that 

occur in identity development over the life-span where eight different psychosocial crises have to 

be resolved [A ninth stage was proposed in The Life Cycle Completed: A Review  (1982, revised 

1996 by Joan Erikson).]

While he considered him self a Freudian, it would be more accurate to consider Erikson a 

neo-Freudian, similar to Karen Homey and Erich Fromm who developed Freud’s thinking in other 

contexts, including child development and the economic and cultural contexts o f personality 

development. During his time in America as he developed his own more holistic theories and was 

often criticised by orthodox psychoanalysts for his innovations. Erikson’s work differed from 

Freudian psychoanalysis in a number o f ways:

• He was faulted for being too accessible to his analysands.
• He addressed patients’ practical, everyday problems and that social, cultural and 

historical forces contributed substantially to the ego’s weaknesses and its strengths.

Hoare, 12.
Erikson, Childhood and Society.
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• He considered the Freudian psychosexual models to be excessively negative and 
deterministic, and implicitly fatalistic as it had no diagnostic term for people who were 
simply experiencing normal short-term difficulties.

• His life-span theory o f development, while growing out o f Freudian psychosexual 
modes, refused to limit its theoretical grounding to the first six years o f a child’s life, 
instead he expanded the stages o f psychic development beyond childhood into 
adulthood and old age.

• He viewed Freudianism as “backward... down ward... and inward” which he balanced 
with a view o f development that was “outward...forward...and upwards.” '***

• Erikson viewed Freud as territorial and empire-driven and representing non
egalitarian, non-generative tendencies.''*^

What is remarkable is that he managed to challenge Freudian orthodoxy, without getting him self

kicked out o f the psychoanalytic fold.'*'’® In Erikson’s defence, developmental psychologist Jerome

Bruner found that, in all these excursions beyond traditional psychoanalytic concerns, Erikson

managed always to appear to be honouring Freud’s heritage, claiming his work to be an

“extension” o f psychoanalytic theory.

Erikson is clear that in the turmoil and exigencies o f everyday life, explanations o f

behaviour are seldom simple and must take account o f social context. Indeed, his later books

explore entire lives, stressing the social, political, and religious contexts o f development, and are

recognised as developing the fledgling field o f psychobiography and psychohistory with his studies

of Luther's conversion'’’- and Gandhi's Truth.^'^^ In these works Erikson attempted to contextualise

the crises o f identity in “great innovators”, while accounting for and contextualising the crisis with

issues o f national identity or other salient cultural and social phenomena. Indeed, Erikson placed

his own identity development in this framework to demonstrate some o f the motivational

dimensions in the total life situation o f an individual who comes to formulate something new."’®'*

Significantly, this allowed Erikson to embrace the ambiguous or elusive as aspects o f  human nature

by refusing to jettison them because they failed to fit into a theoretical framework. According to

Robert Coles, who was a student, colleague, friend and peer:

His formulations were open-ended, meant to encourage reflection rather than to 
declare unreservedly, to insist. He is ever the artist, shedding light amid shadows.

See Chapter 2 in: Hoare.
'>«Mbid., 17.
‘’̂ 0 Bruner.

Ibid.
Erik H. Erikson, Young Man Luther : A Study in Psychoanalysis and History (London (3 Queen Sq., 

WC1N 3AU): Faber and Faber Ltd, 1972).
Erik H. Erikson, Gandhi's Truth : On the Origins o f Militant Nonviolence (London: Faber, 1970).
Erikson, "Autobiographic Notes on the Identity Crisis."

138



struggling for and with fonn  against the sure know ledge that the truth (what is seen, 
reported) is each person’s particular response to his or her surroundings."'®^

There have been a num ber o f  criticism s o f  E rikson’s w ork that m ust be addressed. It has

been argued that his theory o f  developm ent is based on m ale perspectives and norm s and that he

therefore reinforces the sexist and patriarchal perspectives prevalent in western culture. In her

book, In a D ifferent Voice, form er student Carol G illigan argued that a separate developm ental

chart would be necessary to properly deal w ith fem ale developm ent. Indeed, Gilligan argued that

E rikson’s perspective had an in-built m ale bias that view ed identity as developing by separation,

w hile female identity develops by connection w here intim acy accom panies identity. Since w om en

define their identity through relationships o f  intim acy and care, the m oral problem s that they

encounter pertain to issues o f  a different sort."*®  ̂ H owever, in a review  o f  research relating to

identity form ation, Cote and Levine argue that G illigan’s m odel com m its the error o f  d ichotom ising

m ale and fem ale patterns o f  developm ent and therefore rekindles and perpetuates gender

stereotypes and that her “relational m odel” lacks the em pirical testing. Instead, Cote and Levine

present research that finds that there are no significant differences in how  and when fem ales and

m ales m ove through identity status and that there are likely no differences in term s o f  the processes

by which fem ales and m ales form their sense o f  identity.'’̂ ’ However, they do agree that differences

are understandable when differences are enacted in concrete social circumstances.'*®*

A nother criticism  o f  Erikson is that he “ ...takes for granted a natural hannony o f  hum ans

n e e d s ...”"*®® and he could com e across as preachy, righteous and possessing an idealistic naivete.

It has been argued that his interest in identity is particular to the tim e and place in w hich he

developed his clinical m ethods and thoughts and that is a singularly A m erican context.^®' This is

particularly the case for the adolescent stage, w ith its struggle betw een identity and identity

diffusion, which is not shared by all youth in other parts o f  the g l o b e . T h e  A m erica E rikson lived

Robert Coles, 'Foreward', Friedman.
Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women's Development (Harvard 
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and worked in was a culture in which the prevailing dogma was that one is constantly told about

the virtue o f creating one’s own identity, making o f oneself whoever one wants to be. The idea that

each human is in charge o f his or her own identity is a function o f the particular society in which

Erikson’s theoretical development occurred and that the construct will be different where individual

development has few avenues for expression. While accepting the psychohistorical context o f his

work, Erikson tried to the greatest extent possible to avoid era-centricity. This criticism o f

adolescent development is similar to Gilligan’s critique above and serves to reinforce and codify

ethnic differences, rather than accounting for the process and context. Cote and Levine argue that

theories o f  cultural differences in self and identity confiise the formation o f identity with the

construction and maintenance o f identity:

Accordingly, theories of cultural differences in self and identity are most appropriate 
for studying different identity contents and forms o f identity construction that produce 
differences in, say, degrees o f independence versus interdependence o f functioning; 
but the basic ego processes o f identity fonnation associated with the synthetic and 
executive functions are the same in both types o f functioning.

Erikson’s essential contribution here is the notion o f identity which describes the process by which

people intelligently strategise about how to plan and construct their life courses. It assists one to

understand how a person can pragmatically and deliberately sustain a sense o f Self in a particular

social/occupational matrix and how people develop skills to operate successfully in a shifting

socio-cultural milieu. The application o f Erikson’s theory o f identity fonnation appeals to me as it

is compatible with the ethics o f Freire’s pedagogy as process. Indeed, at a Nixon White House staff

address in 1969, a time o f upheaval and unrest in the United States, Erikson suggested “a new

covenant o f cooperation” between ethical adults and rebellious or potentially rebellious youth to

participate in the development o f a “new word wide ethics” .̂ ®̂ This is representative o f Erikson’s

ethical motivation and expresses the reconciling force o f his theory o f development, the optimistic

and inclusive nature o f his worldview and finds a natural harmony with Freirean dialogical and

ethical pedagogy.

A final, short biographical anecdote fi"om Erikson’s life will illuminate the interdependence 

that he saw between life and work, theory and practice. During the McCarthy anti-Communist 

panics o f the 1950s, Erikson along with other faculty at the University o f California Berkeley were

Hoare, 16.
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required to sign an oath affirming that they were not a member of the communist party or other

organisations that might threaten American national security. He had just finished writing his first

major work, and though he could fall back on his private practice, he did not possess full academic

credentials and was not guaranteed university employment elsewhere. His position as a recent

immigrant also added to the personal considerations informing his reaction to this ultimatum. In the

end, Erikson refused to sign and reasoned as follows:

My field includes the study of “hysteria,” private and public, in “personality” and 
“culture.” It includes the study of the tremendous waste in human energy which 
proceeds from irrational fear and from the irrational gestures which are part of what 
we call "history." I would find it difficult to ask my subject of investigation (people) 
and my students to work with me, if I were to participate without protest in a vague, 
fearful and somewhat vindictive gesture devised to ban an evil in some magic way— 
an evil which must be met with much more searching and concerted effort.

Three months before the publication of Childhood and Society and as it became clear that some

instructors would be dismissed, Erikson resigned his post. Some doubt surrounds Erikson’s

actions following this public stand, but the statement and public action speak to the responsibility

he felt to his students, the importance of historical understanding and the links between the

individual and society that inhere in his life’s work. Erikson’s perspective here is rooted in the

understanding of context including moral panics and ideological manias, fear, anxiety and

existential dread:

The nature of the identity conflict often depends on the latent panic pervading a 
historical period. Some periods in history become identity vacua caused by three basic 
fornis of human apprehension: fears aroused by new facts, such as discoveries and 
inventions (including weapons) which radically expand and change the whole world- 
image; anxieties aroused by symbolic dangers vaguely perceived as a consequence of 
the decay of existing ideologies; and the dread of an existential abyss devoid of 
spiritual meaning.

His resignation resulted in a ten year absence from university environments.^®^ Erikson claimed he 

was not a Communist, but would not participate in a national hysteria and felt his conscience would 

not permit him to sign a document that would be an empty gesture that colluded with the forces 

with which he was working to overcome. In this stance Erikson’s work rhymes with Paulo Freire’s 

pedagogy.

Erik H. Erikson and Robert Coles, The Erik Erikson R eader  (N ew  York ; London: W. W. Norton, 2000). 
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3.2 Erik Erikson’s Epigenetic Theory of Identity Development

The m ore one w rites about this subject, the m ore the w ord becom es a term  for 
som ething as unfathom able as it is all pervasive. One can only explore it by 
establishing its indispensability in various contexts.^'®

- Erik H. Erikson

E rikson’s theory o f  developm ent elaborates on the sim ple truth that change is inherent in 

our understanding o f  w hat it is to be hum an. U nderstanding change m eans accepting that a crisis o f  

som e form  will inevitably ensue. A crisis in this context m eans a vitally im portant or decisive stage 

in the progress o f  anything, a turning-point and the outcom e o f  this state o f  affairs is that a decisive 

change for better or w orse is im m inent. It is in this sense that Erik Erikson conceptualised the 

“ identity crisis” .^" The idea o f  the identity crisis has entered the com m on lexicon and is em ployed 

in a variety o f  situations to express confusion or a loss o f  continuity in an individual or even an 

organisation. In E rikson’s form ulation identity' crisis is specifically em ployed to refer to the period 

o f  adolescence, and while identity concerns are m ost pronounced during this period, identity issues 

rem ain a lifelong concern. The term  crisis was em ployed by Erikson to refer not to a loss o f  

identity, but rather to a situation w here an individual m ust negotiate a life stage and make 

decisions.

Identity has been the subject o f  popular discussion, psychology and theoretical and 

em pirical analysis since Erikson published C hildhood and  Society.^^^ The paradox o f  identity is 

that is in flux at the sam e tim e as it is, in som e m eaningful way, the same. Therefore, identity is 

both present and in the process o f  becom ing, and it is contingent on social and historical 

circum stance for its fonnation . E rikson writes: “No ego is an island to i ts e lf ’^'^ and he 

distinguishes betw een the “ego ideal” (to-be-striven-for but not-quite attainable goals) and the ego 

identity that can be said to be characterised by the attained, but forever to-be-revised sense o f  

reality o f  the S elf w ithin social reality.^''’ The contradiction o f  identity here is that identity 

necessitates a sense o f  continuity and sam eness, yet to survive it m ust be m alleable and open to 

change. A s conceptualised by Erikson, personal identity represents the am ount o f  self-know ledge,

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 9.
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synthesis, and consistency that a person possesses over tim e and across situations. He argues that 

the content o f  identity m ay change over tim e, but the process rem ains essentially  the sam e.^'^ In 

Identity: Youth and  Crisis, Erikson differentiates betw een personal identity and ego identity.^'® He 

refers to personal identity as a psychological concept o f  being different things at different tim es 

including a conscious sense o f  individual uniqueness, an unconscious striving for continuity  o f 

experience and a solidarity with group ideals. Ego identity is the synthesising function as the 

individual integrates the social reality o f  their environm ents as they continue through successive 

crises o f  developm ent and synthesise experiences over a lifetime.

The epigenetic principle accounts for the developm ent o f  the ego in social and biological 

contexts. Erikson argued that three “orders” o f  reality interact to account for a psycho-social 

identity that continually developing and is forever revisable as psycho-social and environm ental 

forces interact. To avoid identifying these orders w ith established fields, Erikson also referred  to 

the orders as Som a, Psyche, and P olis}^'' He argues that the three aspects o f  identity have been 

accorded their ow n disciplines (som atic: biology; ego: psychology; social: sociology and social 

sciences) and, as a consequence, a total living situation has been dissolved to m ake an isolated 

section o f  it am enable to a set o f  instrum ents or concepts.^'* Erikson recognised that each can be 

hyphenated w ith the other to designate new fields o f  inquiry such as psycho-som atic and psycho

social: “Each order guards a certain intactness and also offers a leeway o f optional or at least 

w orkable choices; w hile m an lives in all three and m ust w ork out their com plem entarities and 

contradictions.” '̂® In C hildhood and  Society, Erikson argued that a hum an being is at all tim es an 

ego, an organism  and a m em ber o f  a society and involved in all three processes for organisation.^’® 

W hen dealing with individual case histories or w hen a case is presented as a pathology, a form  o f 

‘triple bookkeeping’ w as em ployed to account for an individual’s ego process, developm ental stage 

and the history o f  social associations.^^'

Adelson, Chapter 5.
Erik H. Erikson, Identity : Youth and Crisis (London (3 Queen St., W.C.l): Faber and Faber Ltd, 1971), 

49-50. Also: Chapter 5.
Erik H. Erikson, "Inner and Outer Space: Reflections on Womanhood," Daedalus 93, no. 2 (1964).
Erik H. Erikson, Childhood and Society, Rev. ed. (London: Vintage, 1995), 32-39.
Erikson, "Inner and Outer Space: Reflections on Womanhood," 603.
Erikson, Childhood and Society, 29-32.

52' Ibid., 40-4 L
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Erikson proposes a model o f human identity structure and formation that expresses the

centrality o f the complex, reciprocal and dynamic set o f interactions between individuals and their

environments that has a significant role to play in understanding the development o f  children and

how they reach adulthood. When individuals interact with those closest to them, the interactions

either support and sustain, or hinder successful development. Examples o f family variables may

include issues related to the parent-child relationships such as warmth, affection, use o f discipline,

control and punishment as well as the levels and types o f language used in the home. The ways in

which young people’s lives are constrained and influenced by the nature o f the immediate context

o f the family or school, as well as the more distant social, economic and cultural environment can

be integrated and accounted for by considering Erikson’s theory o f identity fonnation as a process.

The unfolding o f identity relies on the ‘successful’ resolution o f each stage’s developmental crisis

as a foundation for the successful negotiation o f the following crisis. Erikson borrowed the

epigenetic theory o f step-by-step development from embryology as a grounding for his theory

which views human development as a series o f nonnal sequential steps from birth, with each

occurring at the appropriate time. Each stage builds on the preceding stages, and serves to pave the

way for subsequent stages. Each stage is also characterised by a psychosocial crisis based on

physiological development, that importantly takes cognisance o f the sociocultural context in which

the development takes place. The core concept in the epigenetic theory o f development is the

acquisition o f a healthy ego-identity:

Whenever we try to understand growth, it is well to remember the epigenetic principle 
which is derived from the growth o f organism in utero. Somewhat generalised, this 
principle states that anything that grows has a ground plan, and that out o f this ground 
plan the parts arise, each part having its time o f special ascendancy, until all parts have 
arisen to form a functioning whole.

In this theoretical framework there is an organic relational influence on development (hence “epi”

genetic) that not only finds a mutuality and reciprocity between individuals and groups, but

between the stages themselves. For satisfactory ego development one must have effective social

relationships and must have progressed through the eight stages with the assistance, or perhaps

hinderance, o f others.The epigenetic unfolding o f personality refers to the importance for

successful resolution o f each developmental crisis as a foundation for the successful negotiation of

the following crisis. This view o f development advocates understanding that is beyond pure

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 92.
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biological determinism by accounting for environmental and relational influences. Over the eight 

stages movement tends outward, forward and upwards towards ever more mature levels of 

functioning towards wholeness.

Erikson employed cross-cultural explorations with his own study and clinical experiences 

and related this research to the life cycle to find commonalities relating to human identity 

development. The outcomes emphasised the importance o f understanding the ways in which a 

given environment cultivates or inhibits expression. However, here again, it is important to note 

that the psyche  and polis together represent the subject-object dialectic that is the foundation for 

understanding a dimension of lived experience where knowledge is grounded in the psychological 

and social domains of the person and his or her culture and the world and the consciousness o f the 

person are seen to develop in a fomi o f mutual creation that is an act o f making history. For 

example, Erikson recognised the importance o f national perspective in the development of identity, 

using the USA, Germany and Russia after the war as examples o f the development a more 

inclusive and necessarily industrial identity.

Progress and change occurs as one ages and passes through the stages with their crises, at 

the same time as one is negotiating a continuum marked by identity synthesis at one end to identity 

confusion at the other. With synthesis and confusion at opposing ends of a single bipolar 

dimension. The extent to which the various aspects o f one’s identity fit together (termed identity 

synthesis) is assumed to strongly predict psychosocial functioning in areas such as self-worth, 

depression, and relationships. Conversely, identity confusion represents a sense of feeling mixed 

up, being unable to enact and maintain lasting commitments to life alternatives and expresses 

lacking a clear sense o f purpose and direction. Confusion is marked by anything from mild to 

aggravated and m a l i g n a n t . T h e  successful negotiation and resolution o f the negative and positive 

ego qualities o f the crisis at the heart of each stage o f development is essential for the development 

o f a healthy personality and internal well being and self-acceptance. The crisis is resolved in a 

satisfactory manner when the syntonic, or positive quality becomes dominant. However, the 

negative, dystonic, quality may become dominant and become incorporated into the identity 

structure, resulting in an unsatisfactory developmental trajectory. As Erikson explains;

Erikson, Childhood and Society. 
Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 212.
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As can never be said too often, each stage is dominated both by a syntonic and a 
dystonic quality —  that is: Mistrust as well as Trust and Despair as well as Integrity 
are essential developments, constituting together a “crisis” only in the sense that the 
syntonic should systematically outweigh or at least balance (but never dismiss) the 
dystonic... But, o f course, the final balance o f all stages o f development must leave 
the syntonic elements dominant in order to secure a basic strength emerging from each 
overall crisis: at the beginning, it is Hope, and, at the end, what we are calling 
Wisdom.

Erikson views identity as continually developing and forever revisable as psycho-social and 

environmental forces interact. In this respect, Erikson’s theory accords with the critically optimistic 

view o f human development promoted by Freire as it emphasises the connections between life 

experiences and human behaviour, particularly the social foundations o f development and 

psychology and the potential for change and progress, but also o f oppression and silence. Erikson's 

psychosocial theory is also a very effective instrument for self-awareness, for teaching and for 

counselling as it recognises that humans change and develop throughout their lives, but also 

accounts for periods o f maladaptation and maladjustment as “normal”. In developing this 

framework o f identity, Erikson recognised that the child should not be forced to adapt him self to 

the verbalised and classified world, but that the wise analyst, or adult, enters into the child’s world 

as a “polite guest” and studies play as a diagnostic tool and a fruitful exercise in human life.^-® 

Erikson thought that some o f the most troubled children constantly break out of their play into 

some damaging activity in which they seem to us to ‘interfere’ in the world, but he argues that this 

reveals that they only wish to demonstrate their right to find an identity in the world. 

Understanding that not only do resistance and conflict have a role in adolescent development, but 

that they are essential to an integrated ego identity is a significant insight for the teacher and 

counsellor and the focus on the relationship between adults and adolescents for successful 

negotiation o f the adolescent stage o f identity stimulates the development o f strategies and a 

philosophy for action

3.2.1 The Eight Stage Life Cycle; Stages and Virtues

In Childhood and Society the chapter featuring the epigenetic model was titled “The Eight 

Ages of M an”. He expanded and refined his theory in later books and revisions, including: Identity

E.H. Erikson, "Reflections on the Last Stage—and the First.," The Psychoanalytic Study o f the Child, Yale 
Univ Press Vol 39, no. (1984).

Erikson, Childhood and Society, 215-217.
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Youth a n d  C r i s i s , I n s i g h t  a n d  Responsibility^^^ and The Life Cycle Completed: A  R e v i e w . In 

E rikson’s theory, eight life stages unfold in a predefined order and each builds on the previous one 

and prepares the ground for the next in cycle o f  developm ent that is dialectical and developm ental 

rather than essentialist and static. Failure to successfully negotiate a particular stage does not result 

in the individual perm anently inhabiting that particular stage, condem ned to an eternal identity 

crisis. Rather, com plim entary pairs o f  positive and negative ego qualities are present at each o f  the 

eight stages and are determ ined by a com bination o f  som atic, psychological and sociocultural 

forces. To illustrate Erikson epigenetic theory o f  identity developm ent and the basic psychosocial 

virtues, below  are the eight different psychosocial crises that have to be resolved, follow ed by a 

b rief description o f  the possible outcom es, both positive and negative. Erikson described successful 

resolution o f  the crisis as a 'favourable ratio' betw een the tw o extrem es at each crisis stage, not o f  

sim ply achieving the more productive or favourable o f  the two elem ents o f  the crisis. The eight 

stages are briefly explained below. Stages five and seven considerably elaborated later in this 

chapter as they are o f  particular significance to this study. It should be noted that the b rie f sketches 

presented here do not do justice  to the more com prehensive descriptions o f  these concepts 

presented in the books C hildhood and  Society, and Identity, Youth and  Crisis and Adulthood.

Crisis/Age Basic virtue and secondary virtue

1. Trust v Mistrust (0-1) Hope &. Drive

2. Autonomy v Shame and Doubt (2-3) Willpower & Self-Control

3. Initiative v Guilt (3-6) Purpose & Direction

4. Industry v Inferiority (7-12) Competence & Method

5. Identity v Role Confusion (12-18) Fidelity & Devotion

6. Intimacy v Isolation (20s) Love & Affiliation

7. Generativity v Stagnation (20s-50s) Care &  Production

8. Integrity v Despair (50s+) Wisdom &  Renunciation

Erikson’s Eight Stage epigenetic theory with virtues and maladaptations and malignancies^^®

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis.
Erik H. Erikson, Insight and Responsibility : Lectures on the Ethical Implications o f  Psychoanalytic 

Insight (London: Faber and Faber, 1966).
Erik H. Erikson, The Life Cycle Completed: A Review (New York ; London: Norton, 1982).
Adapted from; Erikson, Childhood and Society.
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i. Infancy: This stage is a parallel o f  the Freudian oral phase and consists o f the 
child’s early experiences with the primary care-giver which has trust or lack o f 
trust as its centre. This relationship will instil either a sense o f basic trust with 
the result o f an optimistic or hopeful outlook or a disposition to mistrust.

ii. Early Childhood; This stage parallels the Freudian anal stage, with the 
development o f some independence. Confidence will develop autonomy and self 
control. Failure to negotiate this independence will result in feelings o f shame 
and doubt, with fear of ridicule and o f exposure.

iii. Play Age: During this stage children learn to develop initiative and purpose 
with faith in their actions. Inability to develop initiative and direction may result 
in guilt and a corresponding conformity and unwillingness to take responsibility 
for one’s own choices.

iv. School Age: The child begins to move outside the family circle and into the 
wider world through formal education where industry vies against a sense o f 
inferiority. As the child receives systematic instruction and develops the 
fundamentals o f technology favoured in their society, achievement will instil a 
sense o f adequacy and purpose in the child, while a failure to experience these 
feelings may lead to feelings o f inadequacy and inferiority and a reluctance to 
attempt new activities or situations.

V. Adolescence: The individual begins to make choices about future career, 
specialisations, relationships and to develop the interests o f  previous stages into 
a future life. Therefore, identity or role-confusion are the polarities.

vi. Young Adulthood: Intimacy is the driving force o f this stage. A solid identity 
forged in adolescence is essential to this stage as the search for an intimate 
relationship that does not overwhelm or suffocate the individual is a prime 
motivation. The other search is for work, recapitulating the Freudian 'Lieben und  
arbeiten' to love and work as the core o f the emotionally healthy adult. The 
counterpart to intimacy is distantiation or isolation being a consequence o f 
unsuccessful negotiation of this stage.

vii. Adulthood: The key themes here relate to the generativity o f care o f others 
and creativity and responsibility in the social world beyond one’s own family. 
Stagnation is the negative identity at this stage.

viii. Old Age: This is the final stage o f the life cycle and integrity is the driving 
force here. Emotional integration and taking up and relinquishing leadership 
positions are main activities. Wisdom accom panies the acceptance o f 
responsibility for life’s decisions and outcomes. Integrity is not only 
psychological, but social and historical: life is perceived as a part o f something 
bigger. The lack o f ego integration is expressed by disgust and despair.

Erikson finds that the most critical stage o f development is the adolescent identity crisis

which, when negotiated successfully in a favourable ratio, young adults develop a clear sense of

themselves, their ideological or personal beliefs and their place in their community and are able to

prepare themselves for the commitments and demands o f adulthood.
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3.2.2 Crisis: Erikson and Adolescent Identity

Anyway, I  keep picturing all these little kids playing some game in this big fie ld  
o f  rye and all. Thousands o f  little kids, and nobody's around - nobody big, I  
mean - except me. A nd I'm standing on the edge o f  some crazy cliff. What I  have 
to do, I  have to catch everybody i f  they start to go over the c liff - I  mean i f  
they're running and they don't look where they're going 1 have to come out from  
somewhere and catch them. That's all I 'd  do all day. I 'd ju s t be the catcher in the 
rye and all. I  know it's crazy, but that's the only thing I'd  really like to be. I  know  
it's crazy.

- Holden Caulfield in The Catcher in the Rye 

Adolescence is a “ ...transitional period in the human life span, linking childhood and 

a d u l t h o o d . I t  is is generally considered to fall between the ages of twelve and twenty and is 

contemporaneous with the period most young people spend in secondary school. However, it is 

also a difficult period to define or be specific about, because it is a time o f change, including the 

onset o f puberty, the attainment o f  a certain psychosocial position, cognitive development, and 

more complex and less visible or quantifiable changes also occur in relation to ideological 

perspectives, emotional attachments and intellectual maturation. In this crucial period in life when 

individuals experience change in all aspects o f their lives, physical, cognitive, moral and 

psychosocial and while identity development does not initiate or culminate in adolescence, Erikson 

recognised the pivotal period for successful identity f o r m a t i o n . T h e  developmental aspects o f the 

process of identity fonnation during adolescence is o f particular significance to Erikson’s theory as 

it is the stage where the establishment o f a dominant positive ego-identity becomes the central task 

and is the time when a “ ...future within reach becomes part of a conscious life plan.”^̂ '* The 

challenges posed by this transitional period o f life have been termed crises as they present social, 

physical and cognitive tasks that shape the sense of a personal identity.^^^ By establishing the term 

“identity crisis” to describe this transitional period in the life-cycle Erikson’s work has found 

purchase within academic circles^^® and the general public. This identity crisis involves the 

decisions necessary to carry out an adult life: What will I do with my life? Whom will I live with? 

What religious persuasion, if any, shall I follow? What will my ideals, values, and political beliefs

J. D. Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye, American ed. (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1994).
John W. Santrock, Adolescence, 10th ed. (Boston: McGraw-Hill, 2005), 3.
Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis.
Erikson, Childhood and Society, 215-238.

535 Ibid., 32-33.
See: Marcia. Jane Kroger, Monica Martinussen, and James E. Marcia, "Identity Status Change During 

Adolescence and Young Adulthood: A Meta-Analysis," Journal o f Adolescence In Press, Corrected Proof, no.
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be? These questions may involve a separation from parents and other authority figures and 

distancing necessary in order to question the received wisdom before committing support and 

fidehty. Concomitant with this separation and questioning is an immersion into new life-styles and 

experiences.

In Erikson’s view, during childhood one begins to develop identity formations. During

adolescence, however, a new form o f identity emerges in which previous identifications o f

childhood are altered or reinforced to create a new identity configuration. At stage five childhood

comes to an end and youth begins and in puberty and adolescence all the sameness and continuities

relied on previously are called into question. This crisis marks the beginning o f a new search for

continuity and sameness;

The growing and developing youths, faced with this physiological revolution within 
them, and with tangible adult tasks ahead o f them are now primarily concerned with 
what they appear to be in the eyes o f  others as compared with what they feel they are, 
and with the question o f how to connect the roles and skill cultivated earlier with the 
occupational prototypes o f the day.^^^

Hormonal change, discernment o f potential social roles and the development o f a nascent personal

identity cause upheaval in the previously calm existence o f the pre-teen. Roles, skills and interests

developed at earlier stages o f life must be integrated with the present influences o f peer groups,

sexual identity, community and family.

The availability o f an affective home environment, strong peer group support, a 

sympathetic network o f adults and access to suitable outlets to achieve proficiency or prowess play 

an important role in the young person’s ability to not only survive, but flourish at this transitional 

period o f life. If  an adolescent does not have the resources in their environment to access these 

essential supports, the world may seem a hostile or incoherent place and the young person will find 

it difficult to negotiate their entrance into the world o f adulthood. It is important to emphasise that 

even for adolescents, identity is not an individual achievement, but rather develops out o f  mutual 

recognition and psychosocial reciprocity that is enacted in social relationships. Erikson employs the 

term reciprocal negation to explain the denial “ ...on the part o f others to take their place in my 

order and to let me take mine in t h e i r s . I t  is at the significant developmental juncture of 

adolescence that the individual begins to make ideological decisions, where the psyche  (mind, 

personal consciousness) broadens its perspective and must make commitments or renunciations in

Erikson, Childhood and Society, 235.
Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 219.
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relation to the polis (social or cultural world). Erikson particularly emphasises the role o f adults in 

a symbiotic relationship with adolescents in negotiating this period o f physical, emotional and 

social change and identified the dual social obligations o f adults to both solve and exploit the need 

o f youth and adolescents to re-defme their identities. In this sense, the psyche and polis are in a 

dialectical relationship that is key to Erikson’s conceptualisation o f generativity. In generativity 

adults have a particular imperative to engage with and create life anew with the adolescents in 

whom they have influence.

During adolescence and in the face o f imminent adult activities such as vocational choice 

and public obligations, the adolescent is faced with negotiating the development o f a strong ego 

identity and identity diffusion/confusion. The adolescent is required to synthesise childhood 

identifications in such a way that they achieve a reciprocal relationship with society while 

maintaining a feeling o f continuity within their previous conception o f personal identity. Here, ego 

identity is distinguished by the perception o f self-sameness and a continuity o f existence and a 

recognition by others of this identity. Therefore, the ideal ego identity establishes itself with 

culture, is based on culture, and is a reflection o f one's role in the culture, as the individual 

influences the culture, or at least has the potential to contribute. Consequently, the influence of 

adults is indispensable at this stage. When the adolescent finds a fit between their aims, goals and 

previous identity and the technology valued by society, they are on the way to establishing a 

positive ego identity. Ego diffusion however, is marked by estrangement and alienation from the 

self and from the wider society. Erikson finds a full expression o f this alienation in Shakespeare’s 

Hamlet. In the play, Hamlet is estranged from his friends and family. He seeks to develop a sense 

o f self that can coordinate the joint task o f combining the consistency of his individual life history 

and the ethical potency o f the historical process as it is presented to him. He is thwarted by the fact 

that he cannot make the step demanded simultaneously by his age and his sex, his education, his 

historical responsibility and finds him self unable to act as his sense o f self and identity come into 

conflict with the role o f avenger he is required to play. Erikson finds that Hamlet’s own ethical 

sense could not tolerate the role chosen for him. As a consequence, we find how inner reality and 

historical actuality conspire to deny the tragic individual the positive identity for which he seems 

chosen. This seeking for a role that fits both the individual and the society finds voice in Holden

Erikson, "Youth: F idelity  and D iversity," 7-10.

151



C aulfield in The C atcher in the Rye  quoted at the start o f  this section. H olden, in his desire to find

m eaning, im agines h im self as a catcher in the rye. Here he is finds m eaning in the space betw een

the superficiality and hypocrisy (phoniness) o f  adulthood and the innocence o f  childhood. In this

m anner, adolescence is inextricably bound to the social-cultural and m oral traditions by w hich it is

codeterm ined, but it is also governed by the progress and personal identity forged in the preceding

life stages. The search for m eaning and the possibility o f  creatively m aking the w orld that in some

way negotiates a path betw een personal identity and social recognition is the essence o f  the

adolescent identity crisis:

The experience o f  the identity crisis, so I have indicated, takes place when the world 
o f  childhood gives way to that o f  an ideological universe which for a w hile coexists 
w ith the accum ulative know ledge o f  "reality." True, youth gradually becom es 
equipped with all the cognitive functions w hich adult m an will ever call his own. And 
yet, it is often radically involved in w orld-outlooks w hich m ake the "facing o f  reality" 
a hazardous criterion o f  creative im agination. To give this w hole m atter another 
dim ension, I have insisted that the G erm an W irklichkeit really com bines "reality" with 
"actuality," that is, a consensually validated world o f  facts with a m utual activation o f  
likem inded people. Even am ong the m ost intelligent and inform ed m en, there is 
alw ays a search for com m unality w ith those who not only think alike but also m ake 
each other feel active and m asterly. A nd it m ust be obvious how often, in adolescence 
as w ell as in adult ideology, the m ost gifted m inds m ust surrender their sense o f  
verifiable fact to that o f  a m utual actualisation through the sharing o f  a unified world 
image.

During adolescence, young people becom e m ore independent, begin to look at the future in tenns 

o f  a career, relationships, fam ilies and housing and begin to explore possibilities and fonn  their 

own identity based upon the outcom e o f  their explorations. W hen opportunities for the 

developm ent o f  identity are hindered, a sense o f  confusion (“I don ’t know  w hat I w ant to be w hen I 

grow up”) about oneself and o n e’s role in the w orld can develop. The challenge o f  this stage o f  the 

life span is to m aintain a continuity and sam eness at the same time as the physical and em otional 

turbulence that this period throws up is at its m ost challenging.

Identity form ation begins w here the usefulness o f  youthful identification ends and arises 

from  the repudiation and assim ilation o f  childhood identifications in developm ent that is, in turn, 

dependent on the process by w hich a society identifies or recognises the adolescent identity. There 

is m uch recent research available to support the significance o f  the tw o-w ay process involved in 

identity developm ent and the role perception and appraisal play in identity constructs.^"" In W estern

Erikson, "Autobiographic Notes on the Identity Crisis," 755.
See: Peter Weinreich and Wendy Saunderson, Analysing Identity : Cross-Cultural, Societal and Clinical 

Contexts (London: Routledge, 2003). Cote and Levine, Identity Formation, Agency and Culture: A Social 
Psychological Synthesis.
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societies research finds that increasingly anomic social conditions and diminishing consensus

regarding traditional norms make the formation and maintenance o f identity increasingly

problematic.^'*- Erikson recognised the identity demands o f the modem world in his early writings

and was particularly sensitive to the feelings o f the youth seeking to forge their identities in such a

complex and paradoxical milieu:

...the expansiveness o f civilisation, together with its stratification and specialisation, 
demands that children base their ego models on shifting, sectional and contradictory 
prototypes.^"*^

While he locates the development o f identity and the psychosocial tasks related to identity as a 

distinctive feature o f adolescence, Erikson described the identity fonnation process o f adolescence 

a slow growth, where the new identity configuration is greater than the sum o f its parts. Here he 

understands that identity is a product o f intergenerational dynamics, not a thing, fixed or definitive, 

but a process that motivates a person in a particular direction in the presence o f others within a 

particular socio-cultural milieu. There is an expectation that adults are in a position to assist young 

people through the difficult and turbulent period o f crisis. If  adolescence is the time where identity 

issues are at the core o f a teenager’s being (Who am I?), then there is a natural correspondence in 

the issues with which the adults they are in communication with (What are you going to do with 

your life?). Erikson recognises the vital force that ideology can be for adolescents in their relations 

to the technology, fonns o f economic pursuit, cultural fornis o f  competition and cooperation o f

their particular historical era. The progression from adolescence to adulthood is not a linear one and

Erikson is clear that what occurs in life prior to adolescence is instrumental to what happens in this 

complex and crucial life stage, but also, that unsuccessful negotiation or failure to achieve a 

validating sense o f self from others or from the available group identities may result in a failure to 

achieve a degree o f self-esteem, with consequences for later life stages. The eight stages are not 

discrete and complete, but compounding and iterative.

Lack o f engagement at adolescence has been identified by Erikson as a psycho-social 

moratorium. This is a period o f delay during adolescent development, a time o f ideological 

confusion and o f identity marginality. It may include not only rebellious but also deviant, 

delinquent, and self-destructive tendencies. In some ways this is the stereotype and media

5«Ibid., 7-8.

Erikson, Identity : Youth an d  Crisis, 49.

Erikson, Identity, Youth, an d  C risis, 128-132.
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representation o f the modem adolescent, disaffected, rebellious and disdainful and is an example of

the social construction surrounding adolescence. How the moratorium is enacted or recognised

across cultures and how different cultures institutionalise moratoria in different forms, depends

upon the values inherent in the society. Some societies recognise that it is a time in which to test

some truth before committing the powers o f body and mind to a segment o f the existing (or a

coming order). In the moratorium the adolescent can experience a delay o f adult commitments

and the period may be characterised by a selective permissiveness by such societies in response to

the provocative playfulness o f youth.̂ "*® Erikson argues for a moratorium in which adolescents

integrate the identity elements previously ascribed in childhood with the demands o f society:

Thus in later school years young people, beset with the physiological revolution of 
their genital maturation and the uncertainty o f the adult roles ahead, seem much 
concemed with faddish attempts at establishing an adolescent subculture with what 
looks like a final rather than a transitory or, in fact, initial identity formation. They are 
sometimes morbidly, often curiously, preoccupied with what they appear to be in the 
eyes o f others as compared with what they feel they are and with the question o f how 
to connect the roles and skills cultivated earlier with the ideal prototype o f the day.̂ "*̂

Here, Erikson identifies a complicating factor in the psychosocial moratorium as the adolescent

may develop deep commitments out o f  their adolescent virtues o f fidelity and devotion and create

what may seem to be significant sense o f  personal identity in what may be temporary or nascent

identity constellations. Adolescents during this period may also involve themselves in the

construction of relationships and become different people as they organise and reorganise their

identity around the spaces and places o f significant others, idols and role models. Recognising

these potentially temporary arrangements, it is essential that adults in positions o f  authority do not

label, banish or otherwise lock the adolescent into the moratorium:

It is clear, however, that any experimentation with identity images means also to play 
with the inner fire of emotions and drives and to risk the outer danger o f ending up in 
a social ‘pocket’ from which there is no return. Then the moratorium has failed; the 
individual is defined too early, and he (sic) has committed him self because 
circumstances or, indeed, authorities have committed him.^"^*

This is a very significant insight by Erikson as he argues for the importance o f moratorium as

necessary to provide time for the adolescent to consider options and he places the responsibility for

successful negotiation o f  this period not solely on the adolescent, but on the socio-cultural milieu in

Erikson, "Youth: Fidelity and Diversity," 7.
Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 157.
Cote and Levine, Identity Formation, Agency, and Culture: A Social Psychological Synthesis, 128. 
Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 158.
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which she/he operates and upon the adults with whom the adolescent is in contact. This theory

recognises that aspects o f the adolescent identity correlate with behaviour as it is judged by others,

but it also recognises that the correlation alone is not ‘identity’, but a temporary stage o f fanaticism

or repudiation and not the sine qua non o f the individual. In sum, Erikson describes the essence o f

identity and the crisis o f identity formation during adolescence in this way:

Individually speaking, identity includes, but is more than, the sum o f all the successive 
identifications o f those earlier years when the child wanted to be, and often was forced 
to become, like the people he depended on. Identity is a unique product, which now 
meets a crisis to be solved only in new identifications with age mates and with leader 
figures outside o f the family. The search for a new and yet reliable identity can 
perhaps be seen in the persistent adolescent endeavour to define, over define, and 
redefine themselves and each other in often ruthless comparison...Where the resulting 
self-definition, for personal or for collective reasons, becomes too difficult, a sense o f  
role confusion results: the young person counterpoints rather than synthesises his 
sexual, ethnic, occupational, and typological alternatives and is often driven to decide 
definitely and totally for one side or the other.

Martin Luther held a particular fascination for Erikson as he felt that not only had Erikson 

him self and the young man Luther had undergone a crisis o f identity and a psychosocial 

moratorium, but that they had perhaps walked the same roads in Germany in their respective eras in 

their respective searches for meaning. Erikson made a particular study of adolescence and personal 

and social conflict in his book. Young Man Luther as an example o f the crisis o f youth in resistance 

to society and the importance o f ideology as a search for making one’s own way. Luther is an 

example o f how the virtues o f the adolescent must find expression in the process o f seeking 

meaningful adult roles and values. Those in confusion status may appear uninterested in finding 

personally expressive adult roles and values and therefore their identity is not fully explored or 

fomned:

The evidence in young lives o f the search for something and somebody to be true to is 
seen in a variety o f pursuits more or less somebody sanctioned by society. It is often 
hidden in a bewildering combination o f shifting devotion and sudden perversity, 
sometimes more devotedly perverse, sometimes more perversely devoted. Yet, in all 
youth's seeming shiftiness, a seeking after some durability in change can be detected, 
whether in the accuracy of scientific and technical method or in the sincerity o f  
conviction; in the veracity of historical and fictional accounts or the fairness o f the 
rules o f the game; in the authenticity o f artistic production (and the high fidelity o f 
reproduction) or in the genuineness o f personalities and the reliability o f 
commitments. This search is easily misunderstood, and often it is only dimly 
perceived by the individual himself, because youth, always set to grasp both diversity 
in principle and principle in diversity, must often test extremes before settling on a 
considered course.^^®

Ibid., 87. (Italics in original)

Erikson, "Youth: F id elity  and D iversity," 6-7 .
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The adolescent eventually develops the capacity to make identity-defining commitments which are 

based on a thoughtful integration of interests and talents with the vocational and ideological 

offerings of their surrounding environment. After the initial identity is formed, it is to be expected 

that the subsequent life cycle events will develop in an identity re-formation process which enables 

the young person to progress to early adulthood and to form the intimate attachments that are the 

key tasks of that stage.

In recognising the importance of this conflict in the cultural context, Erikson grasps how 

development can only emerge from a new and young sense of ethics which values the vital moment 

in relentless change. He emphasised that identity achievement is never a solo undertaking, but 

always a dialogical or relational matter. He values the individualism that encourages developing 

autonomy and competence where it becomes possible to negotiate loyalty to parents, peers, 

ideological commitments, dress, appearance or other outward manifestations of identity. But by 

considering that the development of a relatively stable identity establishes a sense of where one 

‘belongs’, Erikson emphasises the need for psychosocial identity that is anchored in one’s own 

sociogenetic evolution and that it is only within a larger defined group identity can authority and 

freedom reside. He places individual ego identity development directly within the context of group 

identity and culture as the creative and transformative entity that mediates this process. Erikson has 

the perspicacity to recognise that a healthy identity is not simply a state of the psyche in isolation, 

but is the connection one has with one’s culture, a connection that encourages aspiration and 

provides means for effective action even if in opposition. For Erikson a crisis has a “psycho” and a 

“social” (recalling the psyche and polis discussed earlier) side to it. The “psycho” side:

(i) Is partially conscious and partially unconscious. It is a sense of personal 
continuity and sameness, within traditional or emerging cultural and historical 
patterns.

(ii) It is beset with the dynamics of conflict, and especially at its climax can lead to 
contradictory mental states such as a sense of aggravated vulnerability and, 
alternatively, one of grand individual promise.

(iii) It has its own developmental period, before which it could not come to a crisis, 
because the somatic, cognitive, and social preconditions are not yet given; and 
beyond which it must not be delayed, because the next and all future 
developments depend on it. This developmental period is, o f course, 
adolescence and youth, which also means that the identity crisis partially 
depends on psychobiological factors, which secure the somatic basis for an 
organism's coherent sense of vital selfhood.

(iv) It reaches both into the past and toward the future: it is grounded in the stages of 
childhood and will depend for its preservation and renewal on each subsequent 
stage of life.

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 39.
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The “social” side:

(i) Communality within which an individual must find himself.
(ii) No ego is an island to itself Throughout life the establishment and maintenance 

o f that strength which can reconcile discontinuities and ambiguities depends on 
the support first o f parental and then o f communal models.

(iii) Youth depends on the ideological coherence o f the world it is meant to take 
over, and therefore is highly aware o f whether the system is strong enough in its 
traditional form to be "confirmed" by the identity process, or sufficiently 
weakened to suggest renovation, reformation, or revolution.

(iv) As a constituent o f the social element o f development, the psycho-historical 
aspect accounts for the fact that fact that life histories are inexplicably 
interwoven with historical events.

Erikson’s identification o f adolescence is as the stage of transition, psychosocial evolution, a time

of a bewildering combination o f shifting devotions and sudden perversity in search o f social

sanction. He finds in the adolescent stage o f development a fidelity that is a virtue and a quality of

adolescent ego strength that can arise only in the interplay o f a life stage with the individuals and

the social forces o f  a true community. It is the duty o f the community to consider the ethical and

cultural imperatives o f the adolescent virtue o f fidelity;

...to detennine what those core virtues are which - at this stage o f psychosocial 
evolution - need our concerted attention and ethical support; for antimoralists as well 
as moralists easily overlook the bases in human nature for a strong ethics. As 
indicated. Fidelity is that virtue and quality o f adolescent ego strength which belongs 
to man's evolutionary heritage, but which - like all the basic virtues - can arise only in 
the interplay o f a life stage with the individuals and the social forces o f a true 
community.

It is society’s function to guide and narrow the individual’s choices, yet mixed messages regarding

identity are transmitted through many channels, including the immediate family, school and

teachers, peers, the media and other forms o f communication and interaction. Therefore, society’s

role, through teachers, counsellors and others in direct contact with youth, is in counteracting

negative identity formulations that have been arrived at when young people are brought up in

conditions o f economic, ethnic and religious marginalization. Erikson considers these environments

poor bases for the development o f any kind o f positive identity:

If  such ‘negative identities’ are accepted as a youth’s ‘natural’ and final identity, the 
individual not infrequently invests his pride as well as his need for total orientation in 
becoming exactly what the careless community expects him to become.

It is very easy to find identities or capabilities to value in students when parental social, cultural

and social capital merge seamlessly with the prevailing dominant capitals. For example if students

Erikson, "Autobiographic N otes on the Identity Crisis." 

Erikson, "Youth: Fidelity and Diversity," 6.

Erikson, Identity, Youth, an d  C risis, 88.
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are high achieving, have elaborate vocabulary or possess other m arkers o f  social capital, they are

generally recognised by the dom inant m odes o f  assessm ent and credentialisation. However,

identifying positive capabilities in low  achieving, disengaged students can be m uch more o f  a

challenge. Erikson believed that teachers should avoid m aking judgm ents about adolescents that

are ultim ately defining, because an ultim ately defining judgm ent goes right to the core o f  an

adolescent w ho is seeking identity.^^^ A ccording to Erikson a nation’s identity is derived from the

w ays in w hich history has counterpointed certain potentialities, the ways in w hich it lifts this

counterpoint to a unique style o f  civilisation, or how  it has disintegrated into mere contradiction.^^®

I f  adolescents are raging and incoherent it is worth asking i f  this is a cultural phenom enon, and if  it

is, w hy this is so. E rikson’s developm ental model recognises individuals in their variety and

flexibility and suggests that young people and adults together can transcend their given

circum stances in a progression that will continues through the stages o f  their lives:

For ego identity is partially conscious and largely unconscious. It is a psychological 
process reflecting social processes; but with sociological m eans it can be seen as a 
social process reflecting psychological processes; it m eets its crisis in adolescence, but 
has grown throughout childhood and continues to re-em erge in the crises o f  later 
years. The overriding m eaning o f  it all, then, is the creation o f  a sense o f  sam eness, a 
unity o f  personality now felt by the individual and recognised by others as having 
consistency in tim e - o f  being, as it w ere, an irreversible historical fact.

A dolescence is a tim e in life when the individual m ay feel to be in the m idst o f  a crisis as the

perception o f  sam eness and continuity o f  se lf is challenged by som atic, psychological and social

influences. The adolescent m akes them selves a w anderer in m ind, spirit and body. The ego

narrative as developed to this stage should m ake sense but doesn't, and natural inclinations to

fidelity and a future career or vocation are expressions o f  the im pulse to fidelity and care as the

quotation from  Catcher in the Rye  illum inates: “That's all I'd do all day. I'd ju s t be the catcher in the

rye and all. I know  it's crazy, but that's the only thing I'd really like to be. I know  it's crazy.” Holden

Caulfield here expresses a heartfelt desire for an opportunity to display the adolescent identity

virtue o f  fidelity in a meaningftil m anner as he begins to develop an individual identity,

paradoxically, by negotiating loyalty to others.

Identity as a gestalt m eets its crisis in adolescence. E rikson’s contribution recognises that 

genetics and experience play a role and the adolescents are not raging, incoherent victim s o f

Doug Hamman and C. Bret Hendricks, "The Role of the Generations in Identity Formation: Erikson 
Speaks to Teachers of Adolescents," The Clearing House: A Journal o f  Educational Strategies, Issues and 
Ideas 79, no. 2 (2005).

Erikson, Childhood and Society, 258.
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biology. Ego integrity for the adolescent is marked by the maintenance o f a sense o f continuity and

sameness in one’s fundamental psychological structure while accommodating the future roles and

identity choices that are available. “Identity-achieved individuals have undertaken explorations o f

meaningfial life directions prior to their commitments as they develop beyond the moral mind o f the

child to the ethical mind o f the adult. Erikson’s understanding o f adolescence and his

identification o f the necessity and the creative potentiality o f  youthful rebellion is essential to the

creation o f a new culture and o f making history. A significant contribution is to remind the ethical

adult o f making moral judgements about adolescent thinking and actions due to the psycho-social

damage that can ensue when adolescents fail to find meaning or value in their culture.

3.3 M aking History: The Im plications o f Identity Crisis and G enerativity for Education

I don’t believe that a period o f history -  a given space o f time -  my life -  your life -  
that it contains within it one ‘true’ interpretation just waiting to be mined. But I do 
believe that it may contain within it several possible narratives: The life o f Hugh 
O ’Neill can be told in many different ways. And those ways are detennined by the 
needs and demands and the expectations o f different people and different eras.’

- Brian Friel, Making History^^^

We clinicians, o f course, work under a Hippocratic contract with our clients; and the 
way they submit their past to our interpretation is a special form o f historicizing, 
dominated by their sense o f fragmentation and isolation and by our method of 
restoring to them, through the encounter with us, a semblance o f wholeness, 
immediacy, and mutuality. But as we, in our jargon, “take a history” with the promise 
o f correcting it, we enter another's life, we “make history.”-̂ ^̂

- Erik H. Erikson

While a cognitive structuralist such as Piaget emphasises a set o f universal and invariable 

stages through which everyone must pass, Erikson emphasises that personal growth only has 

meaning in a given socio-historical context and he avoids the presentation o f identity in a 

reductionist manner that regards the complex aspects o f psychosocial life in a fixed perspective. 

For example, Erikson recognised the importance o f generativity in the development o f identity and 

that it is created in culture and from culture and that the process o f identity development is a 

generational issue.^^^ The seventh stage o f psychosocial development heralds the end o f early 

adulthood, with its emphasis on intimacy versus isolation, and enters a period o f generativity

Erikson, Childhood and Society, 254.
Brian Friel and Christopher Murray, Plavs Two, Faber Contemporary Classics (London: Faber, 1999), 

267.
Erik H. Erikson, "On the Nature of Psycho-Historical Evidence: In Search of Gandhi," Daedalus 97, no. 3 

(1968): 695.
Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 27.
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versus self-absorption which extends through middle age, to be succeeded by issues o f integrity 

versus despair in the final years. In the Eriksonian lifecycle framework during the period of 

generativity (20s-50s), the individual is faced with a crisis o f generativity or stagnation. 

Generativity is a virtue attributed to adults which encompasses procreative, productive, and 

creative activities, as well as those devoted to nurturing and guiding others. Adults who have 

mastered the adolescent identity and early adulthood intimacy issues o f “Who am I?”, “Whom do I 

love?” and “What is my work?” , develop an ethic o f care and responsibility towards the next 

generation. During this period one establishes a career, long-term relationships, begins a family and 

senses being a part o f  the bigger picture. It is a time to give back to society through raising 

children, being productive at work and becoming involved in community activities and 

organisations. The seventh stage o f generativity is fuelled by “...a gradual expansion o f ego- 

interests and to a libidinal investment in that which is being generated.”^ '̂ In this view o f mutual 

reciprocity, the younger and older feel accord with the ethics and values o f their community and, 

being sustained and recognised by this culture, begin to make history. The process of 

intergenerational enrichment is a primary task in adult life and the productivity, creativity and co

operation o f adulthood is the guiding beacon for the next generation. The main psychosocial task of 

generativity is to establish and guide the next generation and this concept can serve as a theoretical 

grounding for the involvement o f dialogue and dialectical relationships between individuals and 

ideas in the educational field.

Erikson articulates development from his understanding that the lives o f the clinician and 

the client merge as they engage in disciplined subjectivity and work to develop “shared insighf’ in 

the achievement o f change in psychotherapy. Erikson viewed a similar connectedness in the tasks 

o f the adult as they parent or care for children in such a way that promotes trust and autonomy. In 

this intergenerational activity, adults can, through a careful self-reflection o f their own experiences, 

share their feelings and notions o f identity, as they acquire new contexts of meaning and new 

understanding o f their lives. The adult and the adolescent partake in each other's life, through 

mutuality or the “cogwheeling” o f the virtues o f life accompanied by the transference and counter

transference that is expected in a therapeutic relationship. The key concept o f generativity is the 

interdependency and mutual reciprocity between the younger generation and the older and that and

56' Ibid., 138.
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this includes, but is not exclusive to, biological reproduction and is inclusive o f various forms of

selfless ‘caring’ which potentially extends to whatever is creatively generated or p r o d u c e d . A s

the adult transmits personal values and those o f his or her society to the new generation it sets the

stage for the continuance o f cultural symbols and traditions. Developmental benefits are garnered

by the youth and younger adults, but also by the adults for the mature man, or woman, needs to be

needed, and “ ...maturity is guided by the nature o f that which must be cared for.”^̂  ̂ In this way,

psychosocial development is one o f constant renewal o f society as well as the self carried out in the

transmission of culture:

The cogwheeling stages o f childhood and adulthood are, as we can see in conclusion, 
truly a system o f generation and regeneration - for into the system emerge those 
societal values to which the institutions and traditions o f society attempt to give unity 
and permanence.

The goal of generativity is to transmit, but, what is more important is to generate, to renew, to 

reinvigorate, to create and transfonn.

As is the case in the adolescent lifespan developmental stage, a dynamic tension exists 

between two possible outcomes o f the crisis, a tension that pits care for others against stagnation. 

Stagnation is the maladaptation or negative identity at this adult stage, in which non-generative 

individuals demonstrate a pervasive feeling o f self-absorption, pseudo-intimacy and impoverished 

interpersonal r e l a t i o n s . I f  avenues for the ego strength “care” are not found and then developed 

through generativity, then “rejectivity” is the core pathology o f  stagnation. Rejectivity is marked by 

the exclusion o f certain people or groups from one's caregiving activities and through 

“authoritism”, the ungenerous and ungenerative use o f power employed for regimentation. 

Rejectivity can be directed against one's children, other family or community members, and even 

oneself^®® Barack Obama’s memoir Dreams o f  My Father explores many o f the themes relevant 

here. Obama’s path to Presidential Office was not easy or direct and he suffered long periods of 

self-doubt and confusion (psycho-social moratorium, identity confusion). However, his work as a 

community organiser led him to an epiphany that humans aren’t essentialised by race or culture, 

but instead develop tow ards w holeness through dialogue, story and experience and

See: ibid. Erikson, Childhood and Society, 258-259. Erikson, Insight and Responsibility : Lectures on the 
Ethical Implications o f Psychoanalytic Insight.

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 138.
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intergenerational activity. He leams that identity is complex, intricate and deeply meaningful when

in dialogue with others. Obama develops a sensitivity to generativity and care:

The continuing struggle to align word and action, our heartfelt desires with a 
workable plan-didn’t self-esteem finally depend on just this? It was that belief 
which led me into organising, and it was that belief which would lead me to 
conclude, perhaps for the final time, that notions o f purity-of race or of 
culture-could no more serve as the basis for the typical black American’s self
esteem than it could for mine. Our sense o f wholeness would have to arise 
from something more than the bloodlines w e’d inherited. It would have to find 
root in Mrs. Crenshaw’s story and Mr. M arshall’s story, in Ruby’s story and 
Rafiq’s: in all the messy, contradictory details o f our experience.

By sensitising oneself to the identity issues and relations between teacher and students, one may

recognise that differences in race, ethnicity or socioeconomic status may leave the teacher

themselves in a marginalised position in a classroom or school. Rather than viewing education or

its related perspectives as distinct or discrete categories, an Eriksonian perspective offers a fiirther

chance to challenge inequalities and if  it is included in an inclusive perspective that acknowledges

these matters within a framework o f equality and acculturation. Education is generative when it is

based on dialogue, dialectic and acculturation offers a window on other ways o f seeing and being

that seeks wholeness.

Erik Erikson’s key contribution to developmental psychology is his wide ranging interest

in integrating psychoanalysis, historical and biographical analysis, anthropology and current affairs

into his understanding o f individual development and identity. According to Erikson, “Only

psychoanalysis and social science together can chart the course o f an individual life in the setting

of a changing community.” ®̂* In Insight and Responsibility, Erikson clarified that his thinking now

broadened beyond the therapeutic relationship and the “originological” approach in Freudian

psychoanalytical thought, to delineate the whole life-cycle as an integrated phenomenon founded

upon social interconnectedness:

For m an’s psychosocial survival is safeguarded only by vital virtues which develop in 
the interplay o f successive and overlapping generations, living together in organised 
settings. Here, living together means more than incidental proximity. It means that the 
individual’s life stages are ‘interleaving’, cogwheeling with the stages o f others which 
move him along as he moves them.^^®

Through the ongoing process o f self-reflection and the sharing o f insights, two people reveal and

re-interpret their understanding o f themselves, their personal histories, and their cultural traditions.

Barack Obama, Dreams from My Father : A Story o f  Race and Inheritance (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2007), 
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This acculturative perspective accords with the work o f John W. Berry et al who have concluded 

that for beneficial acculturation to occur, there must be a mutuality o f accommodation, that the 

evolving accommodation about how to live together must involve reciprocity.^’® Berry has argued 

that it is possible to achieve integration in a person’s psychological life, based on the underlying 

commonality o f psychological processes, and on the compatibility o f cognitive and affective 

domains of behaviour. He has linked the development o f personal psychological integration with 

the development o f integrated societies. Berry’s work shines the light o f  cultural perspective on 

adolescent development and schooling. Educators may think and act from the dominant cultural 

belief that success is due to intelligence and therefore, they carry a deficit rather than a 

developmental orientation. Many teachers perceive themselves as individuals, not cultural beings, 

but education, like culture itself, is contestable and can rarely be defined in a way that attracts 

universal agreement because both embody values that themselves are disputed within society. 

Research has documented how adolescents who experience marginalised or minority group status 

face additional sources o f stress, for example, mixed messages about belief systems and cultural 

displays as they move from one culture to another.^’ ' The conflict o f cultural expectations can 

transfer to the school where the values o f immigrant families are often incongruent with the 

prevailing cultural expectations and practices.

Amidst a multiplicity o f competing claims to valid knowledge, there may appear to be a 

lack o f consensus concerning how one ought best to prepare young people for the ftiture, but 

schools can play a significant role in integrating students into the cultures o f the school and the 

society. During adolescence identity confusion becomes manifest when a young individual finds 

themselves exposed to a combination o f experiences which demand a simultaneous commitment to 

physical intimacy, decisive occupational choice, to energetic competition and to psychosocial self- 

definition. Erikson's work points to ways o f thinking about the teacher-pupil relationship that may 

help teachers exert a positive influence on adolescents' future, especially those at greatest risk of

John W. Berry and others, "Immigrant Youth; Acculturation, Identity, and Adaptation," A pplied  
P sych ology An International R eview  55, no. (2006). See also; Berry, Im m igrant Youth in Cultural 
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failure or dropping out o f school. Hamman and Hendricks argue that Erikson’s work provides two 

critical contributions to teachers working with marginalised students: Creating an environment that 

is safe for identity growth and sanctioning adolescents’ capabilities to allow them to differentiate 

more accurately among possible adult roles they might choose for themselves.

There is much research to support these findings. The American educationalist, James 

C o m e r , h a s  concluded that to reform schools we must focus on two things: relationships and 

child development. John W. Berry et al have concluded that for beneficial acculturation to occur 

there must be a mutuality o f accommodation that must involve reciprocity.^’  ̂ Children from 

mainstream, better educated or employed parents are motivated to learn things relevant to school 

expectations simply by growing up in their families. However, some students from some 

backgrounds are “school dependenf’ for their education. For some o f these students the cultural 

difference will be insurmountable and they will become alienated, confused and leave school early. 

For others, changing aspirations, perspectives and societal nonns alter how people around them 

regulate and evaluate their lives and the psychological pressure o f this upheaval may have 

damaging psychological effects on the individual pupil and the family unit. A theory that focusses 

on the cultural and ethical importance o f acculturating adolescents is o f vital importance in schools 

where diversity presents itself

Erikson’s theory is relevant to this study as he provides the following insights for practice 

in education:

• The view o f development as socially based;
• The investment o f the self in the process;
• The link between social development and personal development;
• His emphasis on the quantity and quality o f support for the adolescent and the 

importance he lay on this stage for the development o f a positive ego-identity;
• A theory grounded in extensive theory and on years of practice;
• A theory that understands the hannful effects o f unequal power relations and general 

political and economic inequality.
• His departure from the traditional emphasis on physical changes and sexuality in 

adolescence to the understanding o f adolescent identity as processual in relational, 
biological and occupational contexts.

• Generativity is the interdependency and mutual reciprocity between the younger 
generation and the older and is inclusive o f various fonns o f selfless ‘caring’ which 
potentially extends to whatever is creatively generated or produced.

Hamman and Hendricks.
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Erikson’s work contributes a psychological, biological and social understanding o f the adolescent 

identity crisis and o f adult generativity and points to ways o f thinking about the teacher-pupil 

relationship and culture creation that have great resonances and congruencies with the work of 

Paulo Freire.

3.4 Freire and Erikson: The Significance for Teachers and Counsellors

Freire argues that methodological problems have ideological roots. In the field of 

counselling, Corey argues that; “Attempting to practice without having an explicit theoretical 

rationale is like trying to build a house without a set o f b l u e p r i n t s . G i v e n  the multidimensional 

and multifaceted nature o f the relationships involved in the counselling process it is argued that a 

methodology that proposes a checklist o f topics or guidelines to be followed is going to miss the 

intangible or practical wisdom necessary when dealing with adolescent emotions, psychology and 

learning. Building on the assumption that humanisation is a dialectical intersubjective and 

intergenerational process where both the educator and the learner inter-humanise one another in a 

dialectic of alternating influence, it is argued that a praxis developed from the work Erikson and 

Freire has a number o f important contributions to make towards the practice o f teaching and 

counselling specifically and education generally. A number o f significant correspondences with the 

Freirean key concepts generated in Chapter Two have been drawn from the review o f Erikson’s 

work. His contributions to a psychological, biological and social understanding of the adolescent 

identity crisis and o f adult generativity points to ways o f thinking about the teacher-pupil 

relationship find congruences with the central pillars o f Freirean pedagogy. Some points of 

encounter between the two theorists are delineated here.

Knowledge about identity matters helps to elevate naive goodwill or, as Freire identified it 

“false generosity”, to a solid capacity to reach out to others across cultural or personal differences 

as the ethical basis o f a true dialogue. Erikson suggested that teachers who create environments and 

encourage students to explore dimensions o f their identities, to discover the standards for adulthood 

and help them select from those standards what truly counts have a vital role to play as sanctioners 

and critics in the identity formation process. The older generation provides adolescents with 

information about what is important for a successful life, and by sanctioning capabilities in 

adolescents, teachers communicate to them that their capacity and potential have been recognised

G. Corey, The Art o f  Integrative Counseling (Thomson/Brooks/Cole, 2008), 3.
Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 37-39.
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as valuable in an adult world. Adolescents also use this information to evaluate their current and

future capabilities to fulfil adult roles and to make decisions about their future. In some cases the

adolescent will define themselves in opposition to the adult roles they find in their lives, and it is

important to note that this does not mean that there is an obligation to refrain from criticising other

points o f view, but that the older generation believe in something, otherwise it renounces its

responsibility to the youth. There may be perfectly reasonable reasons for renouncing adult roles:

In looking at the youth o f today [1968], one is apt to forget that identity formation, 
while being ‘critical’ in youth, is really a generational issue. So we must not overlook 
what appears to be a certain abrogation o f responsibility on the part if the older 
generation in providing those forcefbl ideals which must ante-cede identity formation 
in the next generation - if only so that youth can rebel against a well-defined set of 
older values.^’^

This is the voice o f an optimist who does not baulk at the ethical, moral, idealistic and vocational

aspects o f the inter-generational mediation involved in the development o f the adolescent. Erikson

him self states, “...the search o f youth, I believe, is not for all permissibility but for rather new ways

o f directly facing up to what truly counts.” *̂® It has been noted that during the period he worked at

the Austen Riggs centre, Erikson was recognised for his patience and optimism, even with the most

troublesome and desperate patients.^*' As societies change, the concept o f generativity can serve as

a fundamental premise for accommodating and facilitating transformative change in individuals,

both students and teachers, thereby changing the nature o f schooling. For beneficial identity

fonnation to occur, there must be a mutuality o f accommodation and an evolving accommodation

about how to live together that must involve intergenerational reciprocity and optimism;

But in youth the tables o f childhood dependence begin slowly to turn: no longer is it 
merely for the old to teach the young the meaning o f life. It is the young who, by their 
responses and actions, tell the old whether life as represented to them has some vital 
promise, and it is the young who carry in them the power to confirm those who 
confirm them, to renew and regenerate, to disavow what is rotten, to reform and 
rebel.

The integration o f political and social needs and obligations as demonstrated in the idea o f 

generativity as a negotiated two-way process that recognises identity and its founding in social, 

psychological and physical contexts is a powerful guiding ethic for educators involved with 

adolescents. Generativity serves as a sensitising concept for developing a philosophical disposition

” 9 Ibid., 29-30.

5»0Jbid., 37.

Friedman, 264.

Erikson, Identity, Youth, an d  C risis, 258.
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to accept a dialogue with adolescents and developing a capacity for making history that is Freirean 

in ethos:

...the relativity o f  truth, reveals itself from generation to generation above all in the 
meeting o f adult and child, and teacher and student - both trusteeships.. .But 
trusteeship means a mutuality between the leader and led.^*^

The idea that opermess to dialogical and critical generativity do not demand that one give

up the belief that some ideas and practices are unacceptable is in accordance with Freire’s work, as

he recognised the need for authoritative and directive engagement with young people and he

advocated a directive role for teachers, but one that respected student autonomy and recognised the

need for active engagement with the development o f students;

I have never said that the educator is the same as the pupil...The educator is different 
from the pupil. But this difference, from the point o f view o f the revolution, must not 
be antagonistic. The difference becomes antagonistic when the authority o f the 
educator, d ifferen t from  the freedom  o f  the pupil, is transfo rm ed  into 
authoritarianism...This is my position, and therefore it makes me surprised when it is 
said that I defend a nondirective position.^*"*

Erikson’s broad and encompassing perspective found expression in his relationships with

students who recall him fondly. As a teacher and mentor, he played a formative role in the careers

of Robert Coles, Robert J. Lifton, Caro! Gilligan and Howard Gardner. His teaching was

recognised for his fusion o f the empathy inherent in the clinical setting with scholarship that

encompassed cross-cultural and historical disciplines. He castigated others for being excessively

concerned with enhancing their professional status and overlooking the generative principle

inherent in their duty to their s t u d e n t s . I n  his book Gandhi s Truth, Erikson emphasised the role

o f generativity both for individual adult development, and in social development generally by

recognising that in mutuality each illuminates the other so there is no self without the other. When

both are free and independent but acting with mutuality, daily living becomes an experiment in

truth and the mutuality and reciprocity spoken o f here echoes Freire’s work when he explains his

vision o f the teacher-student relationship:

In this process, arguments based on “authority” are no longer valid; in order to 
function, authority must be on the side o f  freedom, not against it. Here, no one teaches 
another, nor is anyone self-taught. People teach each other, mediated by the world.

Erik H. Erikson, Gandhi's Truth : On the Origins o f Militant Nonviolence (New York: Norton & Co., 
1993), 242.
5**'* Gadotti, 50.

Friedman, 312, 320.
586 Freire, Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 80. Italics in the original.
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Erikson’s model reemphasises Freirean ideas inherent in the cultural context o f individual 

development and roles o f the educator and learner, adult and adolescent as dialectically 

interdependent.

Erikson is considered unique among therapists for his qualities as a writer and thinker.^*’

His uniqueness lies in his concern with the psychological issues related to the social conditions o f

his time and his emphasis on intergenerational relationships as essential for human development.

His project was to bring psychoanalytic discussion in touch with a generative tendency in identity

development over the life-span to develop a theory that transcends the pursuit o f personal self-

actualisation or individuation, to include an inclination to take care o f what is created or generated.

Intergenerational interconnectedness is at the core o f Erikson’s construction o f identity and is what

he believed distinguished his work from orthodox Freudian t h o u g h t . T h i s  perspective is valuable

and insightful to me because his work stretches beyond the therapist-client relationships and the

Freudian preoccupation with the first years of life, to a life-long, dialogical and dialectical

understanding o f development and social change that contextualises development in relational,

institutional and socio-cultural situations. Furthermore, Erikson retains an optimist’s view o f the

redemptive possibilities that lie in social relations:

...we suggest that, to understand either childhood or society, we must expand our 
scope to include the study o f the way in which societies lighten the inescapable 
conflicts o f childhood with a promise o f some security, identity, and integrity. In thus 
reinforcing the values by which the ego exists societies create the only condition under 
which human growth is possible.^*^

In emphasising that identity can be found only in interaction with significant others, Erikson’s

psychosocial reciprocity accords with Freire’s goal o f dialogical teaching that creates a process o f

learning and knowing that is involved with the social facts o f power, history and economics.

Furthermore, by accounting for the role o f traditions, solidarities and identities in his theory,

Erikson negates the criticism o f developmental psychology and its overemphasis on self

development as an independent activity.^^® As generativity is the core o f his theory, there is no self-

actualisation, only socially mediated development.

Bruner.
588 Fnednian, 225.

Erikson, Childhood and Society, 269.
Seery, "Slavoj Zizek's Dialectics of Ideology and the Discourses of Irish Education," 135.
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Another o f Erikson’s contributions was his departure from previous psychotherapeutic 

approaches in the Freudian tradition which emphasised emotional deficiencies as a barrier to 

mental health. Instead o f employing a stigmatising labelling which he believed emphasised a 

pathological approach to therapy, Erikson drew attention to a patient’s strengths and the position of 

their current adaptation to the entire developmental process. In this way Erikson embraced a 

nonnative perspective on individual crises which allowed him to develop an approach to building 

on a person’s assets and strengths by taking a panoramic view o f development and identity, while 

simultaneously retaining an emphasis on the individual case. This model o f life span development 

is positive, developmentally oriented and growth focussed and recognises the somatic, 

psychological and social factors o f life. It recognises that development is a cumulative, recursive 

and regenerative cycle, not an incremental or episodic progression. As a consequence, potential for 

change, growth and transformation are built into the model. In the faith in the potential for 

intergenerational creativity and mutuality to improve the future, Erikson’s work has strong 

correlations with Freire’s critical optimism and transformative intent.

Erikson’s legacy is founded on a combination o f theory and practice. In particular, in his 

work at the Hietzing school where he learned to engage across a broad range o f disciplines, and 

involved him self in activities across educational, psychoanalytic, psychological and social 

boundaries. In possession o f a deep introspection and understanding o f psychoanalysis, he 

developed a Weltanschauung that saw fruition in the authorship o f Childhood and Society where he 

drew together the disciplined subjectivity o f a therapist and the attentiveness to cultural context of 

an anthropologist, amalgamating the two perspectives, the panoramic view and the case study. A 

telescopic view o f history and microscopic view o f the “obscure emotional forces” of individual 

psychology grew out o f his studies o f anthropology, psychology, psychoanalysis, history, art, 

education and biography which led him to the insight that the social and the cultural are internal in 

the psyche and that the psyche finds fomiation in public exchanges with others. By developing a 

multidisciplinary approach that emphasises the potential for choice and positive change, Erikson’s 

scheme “ ...is best regarded, to adapt his [Erikson’s] own phrase, as a tool to think with rather than a 

prescription to abide by.”^ '̂ This echoes the value o f the Freirean conceptual framework as a 

reflexive methodology identified in the previous chapter.

Richard Stevens, E rik Erikson : An Introduction  (M ilton Keynes: Open University Press, 1983), 42.
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Another contribution was Erikson’s departure from the traditional psychological theories

that tended to view the development o f psychological growth as a systematic progression through a

number o f  universal and identifiable stages, occurring in sequential order. Sigmund Freud

identified stages o f psychosexual development, Jean Piaget emphasised cognitive development and

Lawrence Kohlberg examined the moral stages o f development towards maturity. Erikson’s

emphasis, while influenced by Freud and Piaget, was on social interaction as the basis for

development and he argued that the movement o f development is determined by the interaction o f

somatic, psychological, social and cultural influences as well as an understanding o f the historically

contingent context o f identity development. This perspective provides the teacher or counsellor

with the potential to view adolescent developmental and educational difficulties such as mental

health, academic achievement, substance abuse and behavioural choices as not only a function of

internal matters, but o f  social and institutional influences. By accepting that identity formation

normatively has a negative side which can remain an unruly part o f the total identity, a negative

identity and identifications with roles that are presented as undesirable or dangerous, current

behaviours can be understood as dictated by the necessity o f finding and defending a niche of one’s

own against the demands of others. This opens the teacher and counsellor to a panoramic view of

student motivation and achievement that may have been ignored in some approaches to

developmental psychology:

The study o f the ego in psychoanalysis has hardly begun to account or the relationship 
o f this “inner agency” to social life. Men who share the concerns o f an ethnic group, 
who are contemporaries in a historical era, or who compete and co-operate in 
economic pursuits are also guided by common images o f  good and evil. Infinitely 
varied, these images reflect the elusive nature of cultural differences and of historical 
change; in the form o f contemporary social models they assume decisive concreteness 
in every individual’s struggle for ego synthesis - and in every patient’s failure.

Erikson had much in common with the anthropologist GH Mead and the educationalists. Lev

Vygotsky and John Dewey, in that he emphasised the enabling instrumental function o f culture in

the formation o f the se lf I f  one accepts that the development o f identities is a relational process,

then formulation o f Erikson’s negative identity development accords with Freire’s recognition that

the oppressed and the oppressor are intimately connected, and indeed are constituents o f a single

relationship. Erikson noted how the negative identity is formed in resistance or in circumstances of

exclusion by noting the language o f African-American writers who employed imagery such as

Erikson, Identity. Youth, and Crisis, 173-176.
Ibid., 44. See also:Erikson, Childhood and Society, 269.
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inaudibility, invisibility, namelessness and facelessness to portray their experiences in the wider

American culture in the twentieth-century. He quoted Ralph Ellison who wrote o f “ ...a void o f

faceless faces, o f soundless voices lying outside history.” ^̂ "' Erikson provides support for Freire’s

recognition o f the oppressed psychology:

Therapeutic as well as reformist efforts verify the sad truth that in any system based on 
suppression, exclusion, and exploitation, the suppressed, excluded, and exploited 
unconsciously accept the evil image they are made to represent by those who are 
dominant.

In other words, individuals and groups may internalise negative identities based on their social and

economic circumstances and the prejudice o f others. Erikson identified the negative identity thus:

Identity fonnation normatively has its negative side which throughout life can remain 
an unruly part of the total identity. The negative identity is the sum o f all those 
identifications and identity fragments which the individual had to submerge in him self 
as undesirable or irreconcilable or by which atypical individuals and marked 
minorities are made to feel "different."... A specific rage can be aroused wherever 
identity development loses the promise o f a traditionally assured w holeness..

Freire describes the phenomenon in Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed as a fear o f freedom:

The oppressed suffer from the duality which has established itself in their innennost 
being. They discover that without freedom they cannot exist authentically. Yet, 
although they desire authentic existence, they fear it. They are at one and the same 
time themselves and the oppressor whose consciousness they have internalized. The 
conflict lies in the choice between being wholly themselves or being divided; between 
ejecting the oppressor within or not ejecting them; between human solidarity or 
alienation; between following prescriptions or having choices; between being 
spectators or actors; between acting or having the illusion of acting through the action 
o f the oppressors; between speaking out or being silent, castrated in their power to 
create and re-create, in their power to transform the world. This is the tragic dilemma 
o f the oppressed which their education must take into account.

Freire’s understanding o f the mind o f the oppressed developed from his readings o f Franz Fanon

described the intemalisation process o f colonial peoples, and the fear o f freedom that this can

engender:

The oppressed, having internalized the image o f the oppressor and adopted his 
guidelines, are fearful o f freedom. Freedom would require them to eject this image and 
replace it with autonomy and responsibility.^®^

In Education fo r  Critical Consciousness Freire writes o f a type of negative identity formation as

identified in Erikson’s model o f development:

Every relationship o f domination, o f exploitation, o f oppression, is by definition 
violent, whether or not the violence is expressed in drastic means. In such a

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 25.
” 5 Ibid., 59.

Erikson, "Autobiographic Notes on the Identity Crisis," 733. 
Freire, Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 47.
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relationship, dominator and dominated alike are reduced to things - the former 
dehumanised by an excess o f power, the latter by lack o f it. And things cannot love.
When the oppressed legitimately rise up against their oppressor, however, it is they 
who are usually labelled ‘violent’, ‘barbaric’, ‘inhuman’ and ‘cold’...^^^

As the broader society undergoes change, the teacher undergoes life cycle changes and 

crises at the same time as the individual student is in a critical period o f transition psychologically, 

biologically and intellectually. Both are involved in the process o f identity fonnation and change 

and are necessarily limited by some cultural biases or epistemological boundaries and this 

understanding encourages the counsellor or teacher to keep the focus on links between personal 

problems and political or social realities. Where dialogue and listening are the conduits for change, 

these are the spaces where it is not easy to draw a dividing line between education and counselling 

or therapy:

Is it in no sense the business o f  education to help us lead more fulfilling lives, cope 
with our emotions, understand ourselves a little better, empathise with very different 
people and cultures? Our sense o f what education can be stands to be enriched, not 
diminished, by a sufficiently nuanced appreciation o f its connections with therapy.

It is accepted that there are many connections between education and therapy, it is also accepted

that it is important that counselling is conducted by trained and sympathetic professionals. It is in

this particular context that Erikson’s contribution is a significant and constructive addition to a

Freirean vision for learning. With his perspective o f youth and adolescence, Erikson helped to

direct psychoanalytic interest towards the development o f culture and society as something that

inextricably includes the youth who will inherit it. This contribution is also a useful counterweight

to those who emphasise above all other factors, the evolutionary or biological roots o f human

actions and again Erikson’s developmental and psychological model rhymes with Freire’s

pedagogy and ethics:

...the young have no choice but to experiment with what is left o f  the “enlightened,” 
“analysed,” and standardised world that we have bequeathed to them. Yet their search 
is not for all-permissibility, but for new logical and ethical boundaries.

Both Freire and Erikson were popularisers of academic fields, education and developmental

psychology respectively. Both published landmark books reasonably early in their careers

{Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed and Childhood and Society). It is the view o f this writer that both

bodies o f  work are marked by ethical foundations and are inclusive and integrative in their vision

598 Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness, 17, n. 9.
Paul Smeyers, Richard Smith, and Paul Standish, The Therapy o f Education : Philosophy, Happiness and 

Personal Growth (New York: Palgrave, 2007).
Erik H. Erikson, "Memorandum on Youth," Daedalus 96, no. 3 (1967): 862.
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and in their implementations. Both men were unafraid to challenge received wisdom o f the period, 

but were also in some ways bound by it (their cultures, personal histories) and this restricted 

thinking resulted in what would later be considered sexist language and chauvinistic attitudes. A 

comprehensive dual reading o f the two nearly contemporaneous thinkers has not been conducted, 

in spite o f their obvious affinities and complementarity. A reading o f Freire and Erikson must 

conclude that education, learning and change do not occur in a vacuum, but are part o f  a complex 

nexus o f society, culture, personal identity, collaboration and numberless conflicts (individual, 

personal, socio-cultural and economic).

In Ireland many, mostly urban schools face extremely complex cultural and linguistic

issues which present a huge challenge to teachers as these schools cater for a significant number o f

immigrant children. It may be that some o f the children are resentful at being relocated at a

vulnerable age or developmental period when the stability, friends and continuity that are required

for a successfiil negotiation o f this period of the life cycle. Changing aspirations, perspectives and

societal norms alter how people regulate and evaluate their lives and the psychological pressure o f

this upheaval may have damaging psychological effects on the individual pupil and the family unit.

For adolescents and parents alike, a high sense o f collective family efficacy beliefs contribute to

levels o f motivation, socio-cognitive functioning, emotional well-being and other daily

accomplishments. Self-efficacy beliefs are those beliefs one has about one’s ability to contend with

difficulties. Schools have a significant role to play in developing these qualities as recent research

has identified. The ‘chain o f identities’ that were identified in the quotes that introduce this chapter

are still relevant to the perceptions o f youth identity as a study o f ethnic students in secondary

schools in England and Geraiany found. Students were able to integrate local, regional and

(supra)national spheres into their understanding o f identity. However, the study also found that in

some cases identities were found to be singular and exclusive. While the research found that

multidimensional political identities were more common than singular identities, policies o f

diversity and inclusion at all levels o f society had a role to play. According to Daniel Faas:

This comparative analysis o f youth identities found that ... different school policy 
approaches were associated with national political differences in historical relations 
with Europe, national identity, and responses to migration-related diversity. Alongside 
a number o f other factors, these school approaches impacted on the identity formation 
o f geographically and socio-economically different groups o f young people and led to
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the emergence o f different identities across ethnic majority and minority hnes, across 
schools.^®*

Faas’s research also finds that while national or supranational contexts were an important

variable, the perspectives o f those involved, not only at the policy end o f education, but those

involved in the day-to-day running o f the school will have an impact on the type of

communication, the relationships, decision making and school ethos. All these factors had an

impact on the identity o f students in the school as the institution mediated public policy or

orientation. Faas found that the school approach mattered a great deal for integration outcomes like

interethnic friendships and identity n e g o tia t io n s .T h is  research identifies two particular findings

that are o f central focus for this study, the context o f identity fomiation and the role o f the school in

mediating the acculturation process. Schools are perhaps the significant conduit through which

young people are introduced to the culture o f a society and it is argued that these insights have

important implications for Irish schools and society. If the response to diversity acceptance is

marked by a diversity o f image rather than in practice, then the structural inequalities that are

already inherent in Irish society will endure and become exacerbated and magnified. Lynch and

Lodge have detected cultures of silence surrounding many aspects o f personal identity that have

existed explicitly, but remain as a silent presence in Irish schools:

The way schools in Ireland have traditionally managed diversity therefore has been 
through segregation, and in the case o f  sexual orientation, denial and silence. While 
there is now a move away from these traditions, in tenns o f fonnal policy, practices of 
segregation, division and silence are still very visible in schools.®®^

The force driving generativity in Erikson’s work is a vital, tenacious, stubborn demanding mode of

truth seeking involving body, mind and soul that he saw in Gandhi’s Satyagraha that resonates with

Freire’s call to end the cultures o f silence o f the oppressed:

...it will be seen that even today the more direct uses o f Satyagraha always include the 
body and the meeting o f bodies: the facing o f an opponent ‘eye to eye’, the linking of 
arms in defensive and advancing phalanxes, the body ‘on the line’: all these 
confrontations symbolise the conviction that the solidarity o f unarmed bodies remains 
a leverage and a measure even against the cold and mechanised gadgetry o f the 
state.

This idea is at the core o f this chapter and the aim is to distill Erikson’s work and present it as 

integrative with the process o f acculturation as identified by John W. Berry and to draw together

Faas, 208.
6“  Ibid., 225.

Kathleen Lynch and Anne Lodge, Equality and Power in Schools : Redistribution, Recognition, and 
Representation (London: RoutledgeFalmer, 2002), 134.
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relevant and current literature and data to reach conclusions that will support the development o f an 

acculturative, generative and humanising approach to adolescent development calls for an end to 

silence, oppression and stasis and demands solidarity, action and existential being with others that 

accords with and buttresses the Freirean core concepts identified in the previous chapter.

Summary

The traditional formula o f ‘work hard in school, get along with others and do as you are 

told and you will get a good jo b ’ is for some students an empty one. Vocationally, implementing a 

far more critical approach to education by challenging received opinions regarding the values that 

enhance meaningful work, democracy and civic engagement is perhaps a more fruitful proposition, 

emphasising the process and motivations, rather than a purely ends based equation. This way, as the 

student develops intellectually they are also developing identity in the Eriksonian sense of a 

motivating process constituted in the presence of, and with the generative assistance of, others. 

Freire wrote o f a culture o f silence where illiteracy is but a factor in a larger structure of social 

phenomena and he argued that many fail to perceive the relationship between illiteracy and the 

structure o f the society in which large scale illiteracy occurs. Freire assails education that focuses 

on mdividual mobility chances while eschewing self and collective transfonnation and Erikson’s 

model suggests agreement with this perspective as he does not advocate self-help or self- 

actualisation, but instead, demands that social engagement seeks a wholeness that includes the 

marginalised, excluded and silenced.

Erikson’s vision was o f a pragmatic humanist who, particularly at the end o f his life, 

warned against the dangers o f ritualism in relation to religion, ethnicity and other forms of 

prejudice. His life spanned nearly the entire twentieth century and the catastrophic events o f that 

century informed his work, yet he remained sanguine and prudent, considering events in context, 

but always with the anticipation and contemplation o f a better life that he was clear derived from an 

ethically grounded developmental and generative existence. Erikson’s lifelong task seemed to be a 

creative undertaking to sort through the tangled web o f identity that he inherited and the adopted 

social and cultural traditions o f his exile and wanderings, to seek continuity and a viable sense o f 

self in wholeness that accepts the “negative” aspects o f identity as part o f his holistic picture. 

Developing an emotional connectedness between the adult and younger generations was for him
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the central force o f adult psychological development. The role o f adulthood is not to present a 

culture o f stagnation and impoverishment, but of mutuality and generational resonance.

The lifelong project was to make sense of chaos from which an identity is constructed in

the presence and with the assistance o f others and to fulfil the task o f the adult to answer the

question, “What really is an adult?”®®̂ His ability to transcend his obscure inheritance and the

turbulent and troubled times o f the first half o f the twentieth century influenced his writing as much

as his practice as an attentive child analyst to develop the transformative impetus o f his vision.

According to Robert Coles, fomier student, child psychologist and Harvard professor, Erikson was

the sine qua non o f  identity and its crises:

No wonder, then, a psychoanalyst whose ancestry was Danish, but who lived in 
Gennany, then learned a profession in Austria, only to come to the United States with 
a Canadian-born wife, and see his three children become Americans, would develop a 
strong interest in the way psychology intersects with sociology, culture and 
nationalism, history. No wonder, too, a man who had in his background Judaism and 
Protestantism, and who was a child during the First World War, a parent during the 
Second World War, and saw the continent that was home to his ancestors, immediate 
as well as distant, turn into a region of fear and hate, even murder, despite the so- 
called ‘advancement’, the richness o f tradition to be found there - it is truly no surprise 
that such a person would give great thought to the effect events in the world at large 
have on many o f us, no matter the private or personal aspects o f our particular 
lifetime.^®^

Teachers and counsellors are encouraged to be cognisant o f issues related to all dimensions of 

identity and to remember that each individual belongs to or identifies with a number o f identities, 

and some o f those identities interact with each other. Therefore, familiarity with Erik Erikson’s 

work offers a vision for the negotiation o f individual identity within a socio-historical and 

generational context. Erikson views identity development as an integrative process and directly as 

the result o f the synthesising function o f the ego in its confrontations with the environment that has 

particular significance in the generative relationships that develop between adults and adolescents.

Erikson identified adolescence as the period in the human life cycle during which the 

individual must establish a sense o f personal identity and avoid the dangers of role diffusion and 

identity confusion, at the same time as trying to maintain a sense o f sameness and continuity. These 

findings identify a potentially significant support gap for certain marginalised groups and 

individuals. Erikson was able to describe the inner struggles of adolescents with insight and 

sensitivity because he identified strongly with the struggles o f his patients and was able to see the

Hoare, 5-6.
Erikson and Coles, The Erik Erikson Reader, 17.
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potentially constructive role o f conflict for human development and growth. Erikson identified that 

the adolescent needs to be faithful to sense o f self and to others, needs to be valued and recognised 

by others, and has to be constructively involved in order not to succumb to cynicism or negativism. 

Social acceptance is one o f the central concerns during adolescence and is central to the 

development o f a positive ego identity.

Cote and Levine, argue that Erikson’s important theoretical resources provide a rich base 

on which to develop an interdisciplinary dialogue: “ ...although Erikson did not complete the 

construction o f a comprehensive, multidimensional theory o f identity ... he left a basic foundation 

for doing so.”®°̂  Like a poem or work o f art the Freirean pedagogy as presented in the preceding 

chapter and the Eriksonian perspective on identity presented here, demonstrate the relationship 

between form and content. When fonn and content align, the sum becomes greater than the parts. 

Their works are cultural manifestation o f a time and place and, as such, should not be removed 

entire from their historical and cultural context. There is, however, an ethical imperative in 

developing a Freirean pedagogy or Eriksonian epigenetic developmental understanding that 

requires engagement to make history and humanise by taking what is valuable o f the cultures o f the 

present and the past and, by breathing new life into the old, create new culture. Erikson’s embrace 

o f human universality amid the particularities o f individual personality, his a respect for human 

diversity and emphasis on rich reciprocal relationships is worthy o f reevaluation and offers 

significant insight into the development o f adolescent identity and the role o f adult generativity in 

making history.

Cote and Levine, Identity Formation, Agency, and Culture: A Social Psychological Synthesis, 17.
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Chapter Four

The Context for a Freirean Guidance and Counselling Perspective in Ireland 

Introduction

The role o f the guidance counsellor has been broadly defined as encompassing the full 

range o f interventions which assist pupils in making decisions about their lives. These interventions 

are categorised under three integrated areas o f activity: personal and social, educational and 

careers. The range o f activities a guidance counsellor or guidance programme should utilise 

includes counselling, infonnation supply, assessment and advice based on the advisor’s own 

knowledge and experience. Given that advice based on experience, knowledge and assessments 

may be culturally biased, the cultural context o f the counsellor him or her self can be a significant 

factor influencing the relationship between the advisor and the student. It is recognised that there 

may be a conflict o f  cultures when personal and social, educational and careers and other such 

interventions into the life o f another are to be made, particularly since career, education and social 

relations are so central the experience o f adolescent identity crisis.

Erikson finds that the formation o f a finn ego identity is based on role validation and

community integration, thus it is possible that in a period o f socio-economic and demographic flux

the potential for agreed legitimation and integration becomes difficult. In such periods o f flux and

crisis, what seemed once as solid foundations and strongly held assumptions and beliefs are open to

question and critique. After the revolutionary events o f 1848 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels wrote

in the Communist Manifesto:

All fixed, fast frozen relations, with their train o f ancient and venerable prejudices and 
opinions, are swept away, all new-fonned ones become antiquated before they can 
ossify. All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned...^®^

In other cases a period o f flux results in the desire or need to grasp on to received dogmas and

‘what you know ’ for safety and security. However, for those working with young people and

adolescents who progress through the identify crisis a sociefy in crisis serves to exacerbate the

difficulties the young person is to face. As Erikson argues, the crisis is both psycho  and social and

dangers to health, sanity, or social order will have consequences for the mind, body and social

relations o f the young:

Niamh Bhreathnach, Ireland. Dept, o f  Education., and National Centre for Guidance in Education 
(Ireland). G uidelines fo r  the P ractice  o f  G uidance an d  Counselling in Schools (Dublin: Department o f  
Education in association with the National Centre for Guidance in Education, 1996), 4.

K. Marx, F. Engels, and G.S. Jones, The Comm unist M anifesto  (Penguin Books, 2002), 223.
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In this context, ... the study o f  the identity crisis in adolescence becom es strategic 
because at that stage o f  Ufe, the organism  is at the height o f  its vitality and potency; 
the ego m ust integrate new  form s o f  intensive experience; and the social order m ust 
provide a renew ed identity for its new  m em bers, in order to reaffirm  - or to renew  - its 
collective identity.^'®

In developing an understanding o f  the context for responding to social and personal developm ent in 

a tim e o f  change, is there a shared vision? A m oral im perative for change?®'' It is apparent a shared 

understanding o f  the goals and aim s o f  education is lacking, or som etim es founded on potentially 

contradictory values.®'^ This failure o f  com m on language can be seen in the lack o f  a shared 

understanding o f  the aim s o f  counselling aspect o f  the guidance counsello r’s role am ong guidance 

counsellors them selves or am ong the key stakeholders.®'^ This chapter considers the im plications 

o f  Freirean them es o f  praxis and hum anisation, the concept o f  acculturation, and Eriksonian 

generativity for adolescent counselling in schools in Ireland. R ecent developm ents and research 

will be considered in the context o f  official guidelines for guidance and counselling in the Irish 

secondary school. N ew  theoretical insights from  M ulticultural Counselling and Therapy (M CT) 

will be elicited w ith particular reference to the work o f  Freire, Erikson and Berry to contribute to a 

shared narrative for guidance and counselling in Irish schools. The chapter concludes by 

em phasising that there is an ethical dim ension to the provision o f  a culturally aware guidance and 

counselling service.®’"* This chapter argues that the guidance counsellor is a conduit for the them es 

explored in this study and that this puts the counsellor in a unique position in a school environm ent. 

Furthennore, there are w ider im plications for these insights because it is also assum ed that the roles 

o f  the good teacher and counsellor are synonym ous and interchangeable and that the ideal teacher 

is often one who em bodies the unity o f  both functions.®'^

Erikson, "Autobiographic Notes on the Identity Crisis," 750.
L. Sharratt and M. Fullan, Realization: The Change Imperative fo r  Deepening District-Wide Reform 

(SAGE Publications, 2009), 10-11.
Seery, "Slavoj Zizek's Dialectics ofldeology and the Discourses of Irish Education."
Claire Hayes and others, "Research on the Practice of Counselling by Guidance Counsellors in Post 

Primary Schools," (Dublin: NCGE, 2011).
®''* Powers and Davidov.

Michael O ’Rourke, "A History of Guidance and Counseling in Ireland”, in Seery and others, Essays in 
Tribute to J. Valentine Rice, 1935-2006, 137.
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4.1 Experiments in Living: Responding to change and new challenges in times o f austerity

When it comes to central aspects o f  m an’s existence, we can only conceptualise at a 
given time what is relevant to us for personal, for conceptual and for historical 
reasons. And even as we do so, the data and the conclusions change before our eyes. 
Especially at a time when our conceptualisations and interpretations become part o f a 
historically self-conscious scene, and when insight and conduct influence each other 
with an immediacy that hardly leaves pause for any new ‘tradition’ to form - in such a 
time all thinking about man becomes an experiment in living.

- Erik H. Erikson, Identity: Youth and Crisis^^^

When one lives through a period o f crisis, the force behind Erikson’s theoretical

formulation o f identity in relation becomes manifest. In the quotation above, Erikson identifies how

the principles, values and ethical considerations o f a society shift before one’s very eyes, and that

the conceptualisation at a given time o f what is relevant for personal achievement or for the

potential o f others is founded on historical and cultural biases. Potentials are limited by the political

and economic priorities, exigencies and happenstances o f the times in which one lives. As a

consequence o f political and economic change in Ireland, there have been a number of

reorganisations o f roles and responsibilities within and across the Departments o f State relating to

education. The Department o f Education and Science is now the Department o f Education and

Skills; FAS has now been split between Department o f Education and Skills and Department of

Social Protection and will soon cease to exist as it closes and a new education and training

authority, SOLAS, is established. Also, the role and expectations of what can be undertaken and

achieved by guidance counsellors in many schools underwent a significant redefinition in late 2011

when Minister for Education, Ruairi Quinn announced:

Until now, a specific resource was provided for guidance in addition to the standard 
teacher allocation to post primary schools. In future, schools must meet their guidance 
requirements from within the overall resource provided by that normal staffing 
schedule. Individually schools can continue to make provision for guidance and 
counselling. Decisions on how this will be done will be taken at school level in the 
best interests o f students and to ensure the best use o f resources available. I am 
confident school management and teachers will continue to work together to meet the 
needs o f the students in their care. ... The change to guidance allocations must be seen 
in the context o f the major challenges we have as a Government in trying to shelter 
public services to the greatest extent that we can in these exceptional times.

This decision is contradictory to the Department o f Education’s own interpretation o f the Education

Act 1998, where guidance counsellors have a broad role which includes providing counselling

support to students, promoting educational and social inclusion, addressing educational

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 43.
Ruairi Quinn, D dil Eireann DebateTucsday, 13 December 2011. Vol. 749. 4.
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disadvantage and the prevention o f  early school leaving and poor educational attainment.®'^ It 

could be argued that a tim e o f  econom ic crisis when young people potentially need careers 

inform ation and guidance to plan their learning and w ork pathw ays m ore than ever, the Irish 

governm ent has decided to give schools greater autonom y in determ ining how  to m anage their 

career guidance provision. However, in practice this m eans that the State has w ithdraw n the 

targeted funding that has hitherto assured provision o f  guidance and counselling in schools and will 

not provide additional funding to do so.

Policy Points, The N ew sletter o f  the In ternational Centre fo r  Career D evelopm ent and

P ublic Policy  finds that these budget cuts to career guidance provision in schools have potentially

significant negative effects at m any levels: for education and training investm ent efficiency in

schools (engagem ent, perfom iance, com pletion) and post-school (further and tertiary education

engagem ent, perform ance and com pletion) and for subsequent labour m arket efficiency

(engagem ent, skills dem and-supply m atching, w orker m otivation and performance).®'^ Em er

Smyth and Selina M cCoy o f  the ESRI find that this is potentially true, with the added insight that

students from less advantaged backgrounds w ill be particularly affected:

I'he rem oval o f  the specific allocation to em ploy guidance counsellors in B udget 2012 
is therefore likely to have a significant effect on schools’ capacity to support student 
choices o f  subjects, program m es and post-school pathw ays, and to provide personal 
and social supports to students. This is likely to prove particularly significant for 
young people from  less advantaged backgrounds w ho are far m ore reliant on advice 
from their school in m aking post-school decisions and particularly decisions in 
relation to higher education entry.

The Institute o f  G uidance Counsellors, the professional body for guidance counsellors in 

Ireland, find that this decision can only lead to the privatisation o f  the service, m aking it available 

only to those who can afford it. They argue that because schools have to choose betw een exam 

subject provision and guidance provision, som e schools m ay have no professionally qualified 

guidance counsellor.®-' The Institute finds that, given the budget decision, the guidelines as laid out

Ireland. Dept, of Education and Science. Inspectorate., Guidelines fo r  Second Level Schools on the 
Implications o f  Section 9 (C) o f  the Education Act 1998, Relating to Students' Access to Appropriate 
Guidance (Dublin: Stationery Office, 2005).

Policy Points, The Newsletter of the Intemational Centre for Career Development and Public Policy 
March 2012 Issue No 11 Accessed online: http://www.iccdpp.0rg/Portals/l/Documents/PolicvPoints/ 
ICCDPP.POLIC Y.POINTS. 11 .pdf 02/03/2012.

Emer Smyth and Selina McCoy, Improving Second-Level Education: Using Evidence fo r  Policy 
Development (Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI), 2011).

Institute of Guidance Counsellors, "The Future Role of Guidance and Counselling in Second Level 
Schools and Colleges of Further Education," Accessed online: http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/ 
committees/jobssocialprotectionandeducation/02.-The-Future-Role-of-Guidance-and-Counselling-in-Second- 
Level.pdf {JmuAvy 2012).
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in the Act are now just aspirational and believe that equality o f opportunity, equality o f access and 

progressive educational policy has been sacrificed by short term economic considerations. At the 

time of writing in summer 2012, there has been no reversal o f this decision and schools must fulfil 

the statutory duty to provide appropriate guidance to students from within their teaching quota. 

This will have a significant influence on my own work as the ideas o f generativity, acculturation 

and humanisation provide a personal ethic for theory and action in the face o f fragmented and short 

term thinking in times o f austerity.

4.2 The Roots of Guidance and Counselling in Ireland

According to McLeod, to understand what counselling is, and what counsellors do, it is 

necessary to have an appreciation of the historical origins and development o f this form of 

helping.®*^ In pre-industrial times, people with emotional problems were helped either by their 

priest or by other members o f their community. However, in the nineteenth century, and perhaps 

due to the increasing secularisation o f society, new institutions and professions devoted to 

problems of ‘mental illness’ emerged. For example, during the middle years o f the nineteenth 

century, mesmerism (hypnosis) was a widely used fonn o f psychological therapy. Towards the end 

of the nineteenth century, Sigmund Freud integrated many different strands of psychological, 

medical and philosophical thought into the first fully developed system o f psychotherapy, known as 

psychoanalysis.^'^ Psychoanalysis remained a marginal activity until it became popular in some 

sectors o f American society in the 1920s and 1930s. Counselling as an associated activity emerged 

in the second half o f the twentieth century. The client centred theory o f Carl Rogers represented a 

more popular, person centred and accessible approach to helping that did much to bring counselling 

to the masses in North America and parts o f Europe. One o f the views o f counselling is that it plays 

a role in society o f promoting an image o f the person as an intrinsically autonomous and separate 

being, by supporting strategies for dealing with social problems at an individual level. Both 

psychoanalytical and person-centred forms o f therapy flourished in the United States because they 

were suited to ideas o f personal betterment and happiness that are associated with the values o f the 

American Dream and counselling offered a radical method that resonated with this i d e a l . A s  a 

result, some view counselling as an activity that is inextricably bound up with the culture o f

John McLeod, An Introduction to Counselling, 3rd ed. (Buckingham: Open University Press, 2003).
623 Ibid.

Michael O'Rourke, "A History of Guidance and Counselling in Ireland: Amreican and European 
Influences," in Essays in Tribute to J. Valentine Rice, 1935-2006, ed. Aidan Seery(2010), 119.
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Western industrial societies, and that it is not necessarily relevant to the problems experienced by 

members o f other cultural groups.

Another clear distinction between counselling and psychotherapy views the latter as 

representing a deeper, more fundamental process o f change with more disturbed clients. For 

example, traditionally psychotherapy has been the term used in medical settings such as psychiatric 

units, and counselling the designation for people working in settings such as schools. Therefore, 

one significant difference between counselling and psychotherapy is that some counselling is 

conducted by non-professional volunteer workers, whereas psychotherapy is an exclusively 

professional o c c u p a t i o n . W h i l e  both counselling and psychotherapy can be viewed as activities 

distinct from advice-giving, caring and teaching, many others working in the ‘human service’ 

professions including nurses, teachers, clergy and police would consider counselling to be part o f 

their work role. However, counselling’s meaning and place within these professions and 

contemporary culture is still evolving.®-’

Vocational guidance evolved as a discipline at the turn o f the twentieth century in the 

United States. Through the work o f Frank Parsons, the view emerged that individuals needed 

dependable infonnation about professions and about themselves in order to make good 

occupational choices. It become important that the information was made available to individuals 

so they could understand and utilise it and that vocational guidance should be provided by trained 

experts and become part o f  every public school system because, “No step in life, unless it may be 

the choice o f a husband or wife, is more important than the choice o f vocation.”®-* So while the 

impact o f personal counselling found some favour in certain sections o f American society, in 

schools the key emphasis was on vocational guidance including such duties as psychometric 

testing, subject choice and class selection, administrative responsibilities, attendance and follow- 

up, consultation with teachers and p a r e n t s . H e r e  one can make a clear distinction between 

counselling as a process o f  individual change and guidance as a purely vocational and educational 

activity.

McLeod.
Ibid., Chapter 1.

®2’ Ibid., 5.
Frank Parsons quoted in Norman C. Gysbers and Patricia Henderson, Developing and Managing Your 

School Guidance Program, 4th ed. (Alexandria, VA: American Counseling Association, 2006), 4.
O'Rourke, "A History o f Guidance and Counselling in Ireland: Amreican and European Influences," 120.
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From the 1950s on, a potential for synthesis between the vocational and counselling 

emerged as one o f the foundational books o f humanist therapy, Rogers’ On Becoming a Person, 

popularised and explained the paradoxical dilemma o f his clients both desiring and fearing change 

and his emphasis on empathising with the emotions o f the individual as they undergo this difficult 

p r o c e s s .R o g e r s  saw that the relationship between client and counsellor was at the heart o f 

change and personal counselling and by emphasising an unconditional positive regard, empathy 

and congruence, he opened the way for the client to assume responsibility for change in the safety 

o f a client-centred, non-directive relationship. These concepts remain at the core o f the helping 

process and research since the 1950s supports this a ssu m p tio n .A c c o rd in g  to O ’Rourke, Rogers’ 

intluence on the optimistic potential for individual change hannonised with the broader social 

optimism evident in the United States and this model o f  counselling and therapy continued to 

dominate in both school and clinics throughout the 1960s and 1970s.^^-

Vocational guidance and counselling in schools in the Irish Republic can be traced back to 

Investment in Education. O ’Rourke finds that the momentous decision by Education Minister 

Donogh O ’Malley represented a decisive factor in the emergence o f guidance and counselling as a 

profession in I r e l a n d . T h i s  marked the first explicit acknowledgement by any Irish government 

o f the need for a comprehensive reappraisal o f the educational system that went far beyond the 

incremental reforms that preceded its implementation.®^"* Its introduction led to a significant 

increase in the number o f enrolments in second-level schools. Since then, the development of 

vocational guidance and counselling in Ireland has tended to be a compromise between the 

American model which emphasises personal counselling and the European model which almost 

exclusively focuses on the narrow concept o f vocational or career guidance. This compromise in 

the Irish system is rooted in the origins o f the two perspectives and their differing aims and the 

consequences are well illustrated in practice in Ireland by the varying time devoted by different

Carl R. Rogers, On Becoming a Person : A Therapist's View o f Psychotherapy (Boston, Mass.: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1995).

Mary Lee Nelson and Cindy L. Juntunen, "Counselling Psychology" in Clifton Conrad and Ronald C. 
Serlin, The Sage Handbook for Research in Education : Engaging Ideas and Enriching Inquiry (London: 
SAGE, 2006), 224-225 for summary of research.

O'Rourke, "A History of Guidance and Counselling in Ireland: Amreican and European Influences."
Ibid.
John Walsh, The Politics o f Expansion : The Transformation o f Educational Policy in the Republic o f 

Ireland, 1957-72 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2009), 69.
Liam Ryan and Institute of Guidance Counsellors., Counselling the Adolescent in a Changing Ireland : 

National Survey o f Second Level Schools in Ireland 1992 ([Dublin]: [The Institute], 1993).
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practitioners to the four tasks o f  career guidance, personal counselling, teaching and other

a c t i v i t i e s . H o w e v e r ,  this spread o f activity and involvement may also give an individual

counsellor a broad perspective which can cultivate a model o f school counselling that is composed

of a comprehensive and developmental approach to practice. O ’Rourke argues that the more

balanced approach to guidance and counselling, one that can accommodate both the Rogerian

person-centred approach o f the counselling tradition with a more developmental and proactive

interventionist vocational approach, seems appropriate for the future development o f the

p r o f e s s i o n . T h i s  vision may be coming to fruition in Ireland as the recently published Guidance

for Life'. An Integrated FrameworJd’̂  ̂recognises that guidance is a service required by people o f all

ages to manage life and work transitions across the lifespan. The National Guidance Forum

proposes an outline framework o f competencies and an integrated strategy that will help to achieve

the vision o f lifelong guidance in the future so that individuals, at any point throughout their lives,

can access quality guidance appropriate to their needs. The Forum believes that counselling is

central to their framework:

The lifelong guidance framework is designed to reflect person-centred values and to 
promote personal, social and economic development. In proposing this framework, the 
Forum recognises that there is a need for balance between individual and group 
approaches to guidance and counselling at all stages o f the life cycle.

The guidance counsellor is the pivotal character in the school’s guidance service. The role 

o f the guidance counsellor as set down in the Framework includes counselling, support, 

assessment, information, classroom guidance activities, planning and organising workshop 

learning, referrals and professional development. The development and implementation o f the 

school's guidance plan is a whole school responsibility and it should involve the guidance 

counsellor/s as well as all other relevant members o f management and staff o f the school. Parents 

and students must be seen as an essential part of this process and representatives of the local 

community, especially local business, the National Educational Psychological Service and other 

relevant agencies should also be consulted and actively involved as appropriate.®"*® Guidance

636 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development., Career Guidance and Public Policy : 
Bridging the Gap (Paris: OECD, 2004), 40.

O'Rourke, "A History of Guidance and Counselling in Ireland: Amreican and European Influences," 122.
Ireland. National Guidance Forum., Guidance for Life : An Integrated Framework fo r  Lifelong Guidance 

in Ireland ([Dublin; Dept, of Education and Science], 2007).
639 Ibid., 14.

Ireland. Dept, of Education and Science. Inspectorate., 8.
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counsellors have a particularly important role to play in advising second-level students on career 

options and on the related issue o f appropriate subject choice and this involves the provision of 

advice on an individual or group basis, as appropriate. Also, the school’s guidance provision must 

fulfil an obligation to the Education Act 1998 which states that “ ...a school shall use its available 

resources to ensure that students have access to appropriate guidance to assist them in their 

educational and career choices.” In fulfilling this obligation, a school will need to consider two 

requirements:

I. The need to provide access as determined by the general resources available in
the school and the additional resource allocation for guidance and
counselling and other related activities provided by the Department of
Education and Science.

II. The need to provide appropriate guidance - that is, the whole school's response to 
meeting the guidance needs o f  all its students.®' '̂

According to the Guidelines fo r  Second Level Schools on the Implications o f  Section 9 (c) o f  the

Education Act 1998, relating to students' access to appropriate guidance, the school guidance plan

should include a detailed programme which includes learning experiences and activities designed

for specific groups o f students. A balance between the personal, social, educational and career

guidance offered to students should be ensured in the plan:

The guidance programme should also draw on the expertise o f the guidance 
counsellor/s who should be central to the process as well as all relevant management 
and staff. It should be designed and implemented taking into account the views o f 
relevant stakeholders. In undertaking this planning, the school can seek support as 
appropriate, from the National Centre for Guidance in Education (NCGE), the 
National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS), the Department o f Education and 
Science (DES) and other relevant agencies.

As the guidance counsellor is deemed to be a significant factor in the provision o f guidance and

counselling to second-level students, schools have been given allocations o f extra hours outside of

the Department o f Education and Science quotas. The ex-quota allocation for guidance and

counselling has ensured that all schools could deliver a standard o f service and appropriate access

to guidance for all students. Schools’ allocation had improved with the introduction o f a schedule

o f hours based on student enrolment, the Guidance Enhancement Initiative and an extra allocation

for DEIS schools in the government budget in 1995 which gave commitments to appoint extra

psychologists, guidance counsellors and special-education teachers. Also in 1995, the Department

o f Education established the National Centre for Guidance in Education (NCGE) to ‘support and

Ibid. (Emphasis added.)
<̂2 Ibid., 4.
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develop guidance across the education spectrum  and to inform  the policy o f  the D epartm ent in the 

field o f  guidance’.®'*̂  A dditional guidance counselling provision has also been m ade available for 

second-level schools w ith the highest concentrations o f  disadvantage.®"'"'

In the light o f  Erik E rikson’s identification o f  the central adolescent concern for developing 

a vocational identity, the adolescent m ust develop vocational goals, and a syntonic or positive 

outcom e o f the identity crisis depends on the young person's w illingness to find an answ er to the 

question “W here am I going?” and “W hom  am I to becom e?” For the generative adult, a productive 

creativity is required in advising and supporting young people in their efforts to m ake vocational 

and professional contributions to society. Paulo Freire spent his life trying to the highlight, the 

individual's ontological vocation to be m ore fully hum an, not to dichotom ise the idea o f  vocation 

from  the idea o f  education. A n approach to school counselling and teaching inform ed by the 

generative and hum anising insights supplied by Freire and Erikson opens a vista for the 

developm ent o f  a program m e that cultivates the vision o f  the vocational preparation o f  young 

persons as beings who are authentic only when engaged in critical inquiry, vocational direction and 

creative social action in a supportive relationship.

4.3 Current Research C oncerning G uidance and C ounselling in Ireland

There has been a steady stream  o f  reports, studies and research relating to guidance and 

counselling in Ireland over the past decade. These docum ents include Looking  at Guidance: 

Teaching and  Learning in P ost-Prim ary Schools, From  Leaving Certificate to L eaving School: 

A Longitudinal Study o f  Sixth Year Students, E ngaging Young People? Student Experiences o f  

the Leaving Certificate Applied, G uidance fo r  Life: An In tegra ted  F ram ew ork fo r  Lifelong  

Guidance in Ireland, Research on the P ractice o f  C ounselling by G uidance Counsellors in Post

Ireland. National Guidance Forum., 18.
^  Ireland. Dept, of Education and Science., Deis (Delivering Equality o f  Opportunity in Schools) : An 
Action Plan fo r  Educational InclusionlOOS. 47.

Evaluation Support and Research Unit of the Inspectorate of the Department of Education and Science, 
Looking at guidance: teaching and learning in post primary schools (2009), Accessed online; http;// 
www.education.ie/servlet/blobservlet/insp looking at guidance.pdf?language=EN 03/04/2012 at 10:06.

E. Smyth, J. Banks, and E. Calvert, Erom Leaving Certificate to Leaving School: A Longitudinal Study o f  
Sixth Year Students (Dufour Editions, 2012).

Joanne Banks and others. Engaging Young People? Student Experiences o f  the Leaving Certificate 
Applied, Research Series (Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI), 2010).

Ireland. National Guidance Forum.
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Prim ary S c h o o ls ,G u id a n c e  fo r  A ll?: G uidance Provision in Second-Level S c h o o ls ,G u id e l in e s  

fo r  Second  L evel Schools on the Im plications o f  Section 9 (C) o f  the Education A ct 1998, R elating  

to S tuden ts' A ccess to Appropriate G u i d a n c e , the N C G E ’s Planning the School Guidance 

Programme,^^^ N CCA  D iscussion Paper A Curriculum  Fram ew ork fo r  G uidance in Post-Prim ary  

Eduction,^^^ Careers and  Labour M arket In form ation in Ireland^^^ and N ational Strategy fo r  

H igher Education to 2030.^^^ Each o f  these docum ents provide an evidence base for poUcy 

decisions relating to career guidance provision in secondary schools. Some o f  the m ost relevant 

insights into guidance and counselling in Ireland from  these reports are com piled below  under three 

headings: student experience, adm inistration and fram ework.

4.3.1 Guidance and Counselling in Ireland: Student experience

The ESRI published G uidance fo r  A ll?: G uidance Provision in Second-Level Schools, in 

2006 and it docum ented the range o f  activities o f  the guidance counsellor and the balance o f  time 

spent on the areas o f  career guidance, educational support and personal support. This study 

included fifteen schools, and noted how  schools varied w idely in the nature o f  the guidance 

counsello r’s role, with m any Leaving C ertificate students reported as being ‘less than satisfied’ 

with the guidance they had received from  the school guidance counsellor. Some students reported 

being broadly satisfied w ith the support they received during the decision processes, others were 

critical o f  ‘the inform ation and advice they received on post-school opt ions’. T h e  ESRI also 

found that eighteen percent o f  students left second-level education w ithout receiving any advice 

from their Guidance Counsellor. It appears that even fewer students approach the guidance 

counsellor w ith personal issues. Research conducted by Fiona Galw ay for Trinity College Dublin
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S. McCoy and Economic and Social Research Institute., Guidance fo r  All? : Guidance Provision in 
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supports this finding as she reported that most adolescents in her study do not go to the school 

guidance counsellor with their personal problems.

In Engaging Young People? Student Experiences o f  the Leaving Certificate Applied, the 

ESRJ highlights specific issues in relation to the LCA, including student entry and recruitment into 

the programme, the LCA curriculum, and the role o f the guidance counsellor in this process. The 

ESRI finds that issues relating to the lack o f transparency and guidance could addressed within 

schools so that students could be more clearly informed o f the differences between the LCA and the 

LCE/LCVP. In particular, students should be made aware o f the potential limitations o f the LCA 

qualification in accessing certain types o f post-school education and employment.

In the ESRJ’s longitudinal study From Leaving Certificate to Leaving S c h o o l , students 

expressed positive perceptions about career learning experiences in school but were critical o f the 

limited time available for individual career discussions due to the guidance counsellor’s dual role 

o f subject teacher and career guidance. One o f the policy implications o f particular importance to 

this study. The finding that the importance o f  the provision o f  information and advice on a broad 

range o f  options to all young people so that their expected pathways are not limited by their social 

b a c k g r o u n d . While the report finds that there is evidence o f some narrowing o f relative 

inequalities, clear socio-economic disparities persist and trends in the patterns o f participation 

among certain socio-economic groups into Higher Education continues to be problematic.®^' As 

guidance counsellors have a particularly important role to play in advising senior second-level 

students on career options and on the related issue o f appropriate subject choice, some findings of 

relevance include the following:

• Young people’s experiences o f sixth year depend on the Leaving Certificate 
programme they take, the subjects they select and the levels at which they study 
these subjects.

• Students were broadly satisfied with the Leaving Certificate programmes that they 
take, with higher satisfaction levels among those taking the Leaving Certificate 
Applied (LCA) programme.

• Satisfaction was linked to how well students were doing academically, and many 
students were critical of the increased workload during sixth year and the almost 
complete reliance on a tenninal exam.

Fiona Galway, An Investigation into the Implications o f Irvin Yalom's Existential Psychotherapy for  
Adolescent Counselling in Ireland (DuhXm: Trinity College, 2004), 455.

Banks and others, Engaging Young People? Student Experiences o f the Leaving Certificate Applied, xvi.
Smyth, Banks, and Calvert, From Leaving Certificate to Leaving School: A Longitudinal Study o f Sixth 

Year Students.
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Non-Manual Group."
189



• Students were generally positive about the subjects they were taking. However, 
many students expressed regret about taking certain subjects while others indicated 
subjects they would have preferred to have taken.

• Students saw ‘good teachers’ as those who came to class prepared, were patient and 
willing to explain things, and recognised the importance o f treating students with 
respect and care.

• Students generally favoured the use o f  more active learning approaches as well as 
lessons which were ‘fun’ and relevant to their lives. What is distinctive about the 
Leaving Certificate year is that some students, particularly those from  more middle- 
class and academically-oriented schools, became highly instrumental in how they 
approached the impending exam, focusing only on what was required to do well.

• Although students felt that stress was a result o f constant reminders from teachers 
about the exams and the expectations o f their parents, much of the stress appears to 
relate to their own desire to do well and fear o f not securing the course or college 
they prefer.

• Leaving Certificate performance levels varied, with students attending working- 
class schools achieving lower grades than those in mixed or middle-class schools, 
even taking account of reading and maths performance on entry to first year.

• In sixth year, students regard their parents, particularly their mothers, as the most 
important source of advice in terms o f their post-school plans. Siblings and wider 
family networks also contributed to shaping decisions around post-school education 
or employment.®®^

A study commissioned by Forfas (Ireland’s policy advisory board for enterprise, trade, 

science, technology and innovation). Careers and Labour Market Information in Ireland, found 

that guidance counsellors were the most helpful source o f careers infonnation and the easiest way 

to access such information. Respondents in this study also expressed a preference for individual 

career counselling. The report’s ‘Recommendation 4 ’ was for the improving o f existing career 

guidance and infonnation resources and in research on user perspectives on Irish careers 

information and guidance services (among school students. Third-level students, adults and 

Youthreach) found that one to one guidance is favoured over group guidance arrangements for all 

groups.®®̂

4.3.2 Guidance and Counselling in Ireland: Administration

In relation to the administration o f the guidance service, in 2009 Looking at Guidance: 

Teaching and Learning in Post Primary Schools, published by Evaluation Support and Research 

Unit o f the Inspectorate o f the Department o f Education and Science recommended that the ex

quota allocation for Guidance should be used fully for guidance purposes; that all students should 

have access to the services of a qualified guidance counsellor; that the guidance programme should 

be balanced, with guidance inputs into all year groups and programmes. The report also found that 

there should be a balance between class, small-group and individual guidance; and that student-

Smyth, Banks, and Calvert, From Leaving Certificate to Leaving School: A Longitudinal Study o f Sixth 
Year Students.

Phillips and others, 28.
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support teams should be structured and should include representatives o f the core areas o f student 

support and management.^®'* In Guidelines fo r  Second Level Schools on the Implications o f  Section 

9 (C) o f  the Education Act 1998, Relating to Students' Access to Appropriate G u i d a n c e , the DES 

sees guidance as a whole school responsibility, with guidance counsellors having a broad role 

which includes providing counselling support to students, promoting educational and social 

inclusion, addressing educational disadvantage and the prevention o f early school leaving and poor 

educational attainment.®^® Guidelines recognises the value o f guidance and counselling and its 

importance in responding to the significant changes that are taking place in economic and social 

structures in this country and the implications for the education system and for the students who are 

its principal focus. The importance o f appropriate guidance provision in responding to these 

challenges has been widely recognised in Government policy statements and by other national and 

international bodies.®®^

In spite o f the importance placed on the role o f guidance and counselling in the life o f the 

school and o f the lives o f students in the research above, one o f the most prominent findings from 

recent research is that there is not a shared understanding o f what the counselling aspect o f the 

guidance counsellor’s role involves, either among guidance counsellors themselves or among the 

key stakeholders. This may not be surprising when one considers the range o f activities associated 

with guidance counsellors identified here.

4.3.3 Guidance and Counselling in Ireland: Framework

A National Guidance Forum was established in 2004 with the remit to explore how 

individuals, at any point throughout their lives, can access quality guidance appropriate to their 

needs; to identify collaborative action across the guidance continuum; and to agree 

recommendations for a lifelong guidance strategy in collaboration with other stakeholders. The 

agreed objectives of the Forum were to:

• Ensure that guidance becomes central to the public policy and planning process in 
education, the labour market and social strategies;

• Develop, communicate and implement meaningful models o f guidance that underpin 
a vision o f personal fulfilment, a fair society and sustainable employability;

Evaluation Support and Research Unit o f  the Inspectorate o f  the Department o f  Education and Science, 
Looking a t guidance: teaching an d  learning in p o s t prim ary  schools  (2009), A ccessed  online: http:// 
www.education.ie/servlet/blobservlet/insp looking at guidance.pdf?language=EN 03/04/2012 at 10:06.

Dept, o f  Education and Science. Inspectorate.
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• Urgently harness and proactively manage the wealth o f existing guidance resources 
and agree mechanisms for measuring relevant and realistic outcomes;

• Move from a fragmented provision o f guidance to a cohesive multi-faceted 
professional, accessible service, responsive to the needs o f the individual and 
society.®®̂

The Forum adopted the following definition o f guidance:

Guidance facilitates people throughout their lives to manage their own educational, 
training, occupational, personal, social, and life choices so that they reach their fiill 
potential and contribute to the development o f a better society.

Guidance fo r  Life: An Integrated Framework fo r  Lifelong Guidance in Ireland  contains a

national lifelong guidance framework and a proposal for national and local structures to support the

implementation o f the framework and outlines the competencies required by guidance practitioners

to deliver services. This ‘Competency Framework for Guidance Practitioners’ presents a complex

and varied vision o f the guidance counsellors’ role. The forum also found that there is insufficient

support available when students need personal counselling over a long period, resulting in an

imbalance between the various roles of the guidance counsellor in providing individual personal,

careers and educational guidance, careers infonnation, educational development programmes and

consultation with parents.^™

The National Strategy fo r  Higher Education to 2030 (Hunt Report) finds that many people

believe that second-level education does not prepare students adequately for the challenges o f

higher education and that students entering directly from school often lack the critical thinking,

problem solving and independent learning skills required for successful engagement in Higher

Education.®^' Particular concern has been expressed about students entering higher education

without the necessary skills and knowledge to engage effectively with learning in the disciplines o f

science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM). Hunt finds that higher education

cannot solve this problem alone and therefore, complementarity and consistency are advocated in

the approach to curriculum design and delivery through primary, secondary and tertiary education.

Higher education, the report suggests, will contribute to the solution by actively engaging with the

process o f  second-level curriculum reform. Many issues central to the role o f guidance counsellor

are identified in this report, but these issues must be measured against the report’s emphasis on

Ireland. National Guidance Forum., 5.
«®Ibid., 8.
«™Ibid., 35.
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human capital as the official discourse o f education in Ireland summed up in the report in the belief 

that: “ ...building the innovation or ‘ideas’ component o f the economy through the utilisation of 

human capital -  the knowledge, skills and creativity o f people -  and the ability and effectiveness of 

that human capital” ... “can translate ideas into valuable processes, products and services.”®̂- 

4.3.4 Guidance and Counselling: Conclusions from Recent Research 

One o f the most consistent findings from recent research is summarised in a recent review 

o f guidance provision at second level which found that there is significant variability in guidance 

provision throughout the country and that there is uncertainty regarding the role o f the guidance 

counsellor in Irish s c h o o l s . G u i d a n c e  counsellors varied in the number o f students they saw for 

counselling, the number o f counselling sessions and the percentage o f time that they spent on 

prevention, crisis or individual counselling. Schools differed in the number of guidance counsellors 

they had, the hours they had available for counselling and the emphasis they placed on 

counselling.^^"’ While the role o f the guidance counsellor is defined broadly, in practice the role 

remains an ambiguous one in the school community and remains contingent on a number of 

school-based factors. While the duties o f guidance counsellors include assessment, information, 

advice, educational development programmes, personal and social development programmes, 

referral, but the research found that one activity raised specific notice: counselling. Though 

counselling is just one o f seven guidance activities that assist students to make choices, it appears 

that there is not a shared understanding o f what the counselling aspect o f the guidance counsellor’s 

role involves, either among guidance counsellors themselves or among the key stakeholders.®^^ 

From the wide range o f studies, it emerged that school policies with regard to counselling are not 

well developed.®^® There is also a degree o f parental confusion about guidance counsellors’ remit 

and training.®^’ Perhaps, the ambiguity is due to the variety and scope o f activities that are to be 

carried out by the guidance counsellor.

®’2ibid., 68.
R eview  o f  Guidance in Second-Level Schools (Department o f  Education and Science Inspectorate, 

September, 2006), 127.
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The aims o f counselHng are varied and the main goals may include personal insight; self-

awareness; self-acceptance; self-actualisation; personal enlightenm ent; problem -solving;

psychological education; acquisition o f social skills; cognitive change; behaviour change; systemic

change; empowerment; restitution; generativity and social action. Aspects o f counselling

include: listening attentively and patiently, helping clients to see things more clearly, possibly from

a different perspective as a way o f enabling choice or change or of reducing confusion. Another

view o f counselling is that it does not involve giving advice or directing a client to take a particular

course o f action, but rather, remaining non-judgemental and non-directive with acceptance and

respect for the client essential.®*® Counselling is based upon change, adjustment and personal

responsibility and the centrality o f the client-counsellor relationship:

Psychological help, then, is gained by those who seek it first and foremost in the 
context o f  a relationship in which they are undeceived about the nature and 
significance o f a real, often complex and possibly insolubly difficult, painful 
predicament or set o f  circumstances, and encouraged to confront bodily those aspects 
o f the predicament which admit o f any possibility o f change.®*'

Guidance counsellors themselves express difficulty in juggling their various teaching, infonnation

provision, guidance and counselling roles, and while they see themselves as having reasonable

support from some sources in some o f their activities, the overall levels o f  support were not

considered adequate in relation to counselling.®*^

In Ireland, school counselling has been defined as ‘helping students to explore their

thoughts and feelings, and the choices open to them; giving care and support to students learning to

cope with the many aspects o f growing up ’®*-"* Counselling competency is measured by the capacity

to use appropriate counselling skills, such as empathy, genuineness and unconditional positive

regard, and to facilitate individuals in identifying options, making decisions and resolving

difficulties. The necessary skills include: active listening, clarifying, paraphrasing, setting

boundaries, contracting, challenging, focusing, motivating, utilising non-verbal communications,

probing, questioning, reflecting feelings, prioritising issues, structuring, summarising a session and

reviewing progress.®*'*

McLeod, Chapter 1.
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There is good cause for the confusion created by the muhiplicity o f roles, duties and 

competencies required o f the guidance counsellor with such complex and multifaceted issues such 

as personal and social guidance, educational and vocational guidance as well as the promotion of 

educational and social inclusion. The Forum on Guidance recommends a better balance between 

services in upper and lower secondary schooling, and between career oriented services and 

personal and social guidance and counselling.^^^ Research on the Practice o f  Counselling by 

Guidance Counsellors in Post Primary School recommends that the Department o f Education and 

Skills reduce the ambiguity surrounding the guidance counsellor by more clearly defining what 

exactly the practice o f counselling by guidance counsellors involves, its limits and how it can be 

supported, evaluated and developed. Furthermore, the report recommends that the DES maintains 

and strengthens the guidance counsellor’s practice o f counselling through additional supports such 

as reducing the ratio o f students to guidance counsellor, providing regular supervision and CPD 

and acknowledging and formally rewarding additional training.®*^ The OECD also finds a clack o f 

clarity regarding provision for the educational guidance o f students. Counsellors have to deal with 

personal and social guidance as well as educational and vocational guidance, but that the two areas 

o f work require rather different skills and resources. Career guidance, for example, requires regular 

updating to keep in touch with changes in the education system and the labour market and this may 

not be given sufficient attention within an integrated model where one is counsellor and careers 

teacher. As a result, the focus tends to be on educational decision-making, often with little attention 

to the occupational and longer-term career choices that flow from particular educational pathways. 

Also, the OECD finds those students planning to enter tertiary education may receive greater 

attention than the job-bound.®*’ Counselling requires perhaps rather different, sometimes non

directive and empathic qualities. The demands o f counselling and guidance are further polarised or 

confused when other roles or duties within the school as the individual guidance counsellor 

assumes other duties such as subject teacher, class tutor or year head for example.

One must conclude that counselling as an activity o f a guidance counsellor remains 

misunderstood and lacking clear definition and, in the context o f  ongoing imbalances regarding the 

various other roles the counsellor fulfils, that ambiguity concerning the role o f the guidance

‘‘̂ ^Ibid., 32.
686 Hayes and others, 97.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development., 40.
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counsellor continues to be an unresolved issue. Given the variety o f findings in the recent research, 

the following section seeks to elicit some final insights from the literature regarding the role 

counselling plays in human growth and development, by incorporating the insights o f Freire, 

Erikson and Berry with the aim o f seeking a basis on which to develop a shared narrative for 

guidance and counselling in Ireland.

4.4 Theoretical Insights: Psychology and Counselling

It is important that teachers and guidance counsellors providing information and personal 

counselling to youth understand the benefits o f engaging with more than one culture in an 

integrated way to avoid individual and cultural marginalisation as identified by Berry.®** A 

perspective informed by a theoretical model o f  counselling that accepts diversity offers a certain 

kind of thoughtfulness in the search for a way o f overcoming imbalances in thinking of all types. 

An open disposition requires a preparedness to take into account the particular situation o f another 

and to develop empathetic listening skills in assisting one to be inclusive of socio-economic and 

cultural contexts o f  oneself, as well as o f  others. Building on the insights provided by Berry, Freire 

and Erikson, the presence o f an acculturative ethos in the development o f a theoretical framework 

for guidance and counselling that accounts for the sociological, psychological and socio-economic 

conditions o f individuals and society is justified.

The common belief amongst counsellors is that it is the relationship that heals and that 

acceptance and empathy are the key to the counselling process. American Educationalist James 

Com er’s work directly acknowledges that feelings are a very important aspect o f the everyday 

interactions o f people in schools.®*^ According to Comer, everyone and everything’s -  development 

depends on relationships.®^® The physicist Fritjof Capra argues that the fundamental insight of 

twentieth-century physics is that relationships are more fundamental than things.^^^ A  

concentration on the dynamics and mechanics o f relationships accords with Fullan’s insight that 

one o f the keys to successful change in education is the improvement o f relationships.®^^ Erik 

Erikson spent a career systematically attending to the ego’s role in the relationship o f individuality

Berry, "Immigration, Acculturation, and Adaptation."

Comer.
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and c o m m u n i t y This ethic o f  care is relevant to the therapeutic relationship involved in the 

counsellor and client relationships that supports the developm ent o f  caring relationships on a 

personal level based on acculturation as a theory and practice for developing patterns o f  civility, 

kindness and honesty across com m unities and in individual interactions. In this sense, acculturation 

becom es a ‘positive form  o f  critical th ink ing’ w ith an em phasis on interpersonal reasoning that 

requires that we understand ourselves better, and as we do we m ay increase our m otivation to 

understand others.

Education has changed and in schools now  the “out there” is “in here” ®̂"' and w hat happens 

in the society at large im pinges on the culture o f  the school. Technological advances, fam ily and 

social pressures m ake dem ands on school, the teacher in the classroom  and the counsellor as well 

as the student. D eveloping relational thinking and an acculturative ethos as a focus o f  professional 

behaviour allow s one to recognise that all individuals, including oneself, are influenced by different 

contexts and by any num ber o f  relationships. C ounselling requires tenets that articulate respect and 

inclusiveness for the national heritage o f  all cultural groups, recognition o f  cultural contexts as 

defining forces for individuals’ and groups’ lived experiences, including external historical, 

econom ic, and socio-political f a c t o r s . T h e  Council o f  Europe finds that one o f  the recurrent 

them es o f their consultation on intercultural dialogue was that old approaches to the m anagem ent 

o f  cultural diversity were no longer adequate to societies w ith increasing levels and types o f  

diversity. The White P aper on In tercultural D ialogue: L iving  Together as Equals in Dignity^'^^ 

understands intercultural dialogue as an open and respectful exchange o f  view s betw een 

individuals, groups w ith different ethnic, cultural, religious and linguistic backgrounds and heritage 

on the basis o f  m utual understanding and respect and it operates at all levels -  w ithin societies, 

betw een the societies o f  Europe and betw een Europe and the w ider world.^^’ The White P aper  

argues that the principles underpinning intercultural dialogue can offer a m oral com pass and it 

finds that no sphere should be exem pt from  engaging in intercultural dialogue -  be it the

Erikson, The Life Cycle Completed: A Review, 16-17.
Andy Hargreaves, Michael Fullan, and Ontario Public School Teachers' Federation., What's Worth 

Fighting fo r  in Education? (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1998).
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neighbourhood, the workplace, the education system and associated institutions, civil society and

particularly the youth sector, the media, the arts world or the political arena.*^*

4.4.1 Multicultural Counselling: MCT the Fourth Force in Counselling?

John W. Berry argues that diversity in society is one o f the spices o f life, and that cultural

diversity enhances society’s adaptability as alternative ways of living are present and available in

the social system as it attempts to meet changing circumstances o f ecological, political, or other

challenge. Berry’s international comparative empirical studies find that diversity is nonnative and

he advocates the importance o f human diversity for social development. He has found that the

ability to adapt to changing demands is more favourably pronounced when certain socio-cultural

preconditions are met. Specifically he argues that those who are aware o f the positive nature of

diversity and have experienced and reflected upon this phenomenon through their personal

histories, tend to possess a positive multicultural ideology.

As counselling involves listening attentively and patiently to help clients to see things more

clearly and possibly from a different perspective, it becomes clear that concepts o f culture are

necessarily involved in personal change. Cultural perspectives focus on the role o f the individual in

a society and the relational capacity for dialogue in the resolution o f personal and social conflict.

Relational thinking such as this is congruent with Erikson’s theoretical work which emphasises the

ego’s role in the synthesising o f individuality and communality in life-long development:

It becomes obvious, then, that an intricate relation between inner (cognitive and 
emotional) development and a stimulating and encouraging environment exists from 
the beginning o f life, so that no stage and no crisis could be fonnulated without a 
characterisation o f the mutual fit o f the individual's capacity to relate to an ever 
expanding life-space o f people and institutions, on the one hand, and, on the other, the 
readiness o f these people and institutions to make him part of an ongoing cultural 
concern.

If  culture is diverse and broadly defined, it is argued that multicultural counselling, intercultural 

dialogue and acculturative ethos are key concepts to be accounted for if  one intends to develop a 

constructive model for experiencing and facilitating change. Accordingly, a competent counsellor 

or teacher should recognise that one’s own cultural conditioning, the conditioning o f others and the 

cultural values and socio-political system of which they are part may help or hinder one’s capacity 

to adopt a positive view o f pluralism. The counsellor or teacher should be open to ongoing 

reflection on one’s own life narrative and relationships where sensitivity and heightened awareness

Ibid., 10. (Empahsis in original).
Erikson, "Autobiographic Notes on the Identity Crisis," 754.
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o f  cultural issues can aid reflection and critical thinking by leading individuals to thinicing through

their cultural fonnation  and developing m ore holistic perspectives o f  culture and diversity.

Ideas such as these have entered the field o f  counselling and therapy through the grow th o f

M ulticultural C ounselling and Therapy (M CT). M CT is an integrative theory oriented toward

contextualising the field o f  the three foundational theoretical forces that shaped the developm ent o f

counselling and psychology (psychodynam ic, existential-hum anistic, cognitive-behavioural).

Through an aw areness o f  the strengths and lim itations o f  each o f  the techniques and a cognisance

o f  dem ographic, socio-political and cultural changes, counsellors and psychologists have been

challenged to develop both theory and practice founded on culture and change.’®® The value o f  a

culture-centred approach to counselling is that it recognises the central role o f  culture in life as a

defining reality in peop le’s lives. Consequently, M CT em phasises the need for counsellors and

psychologists to adapt a m ultiple perspectives orientation w hen w orking w ith clients.™'

The developm ent o f  cross-cultural sensitivity m ay be traced back to G ilbert W renn’s

landm ark book. The Counselor in a Changing WorldJ^- W renn was particularly concerned about

counsellors’ cultural encapsulation and an inability to understand others from different cultures.

W hile W renn’s w ork was not im m ediately w idely received, his contribution rem ains an influential

one. Now there is an acceptance that the history o f  counselling and therapy has had an

ethnocultural encapsulation that has privileged the perspectives o f  European and A m erican

counsellors and that som e therapeutic approaches may have been unhelpful or, sadly, harm ful to

their clients. This potential h ann  has also been identified in the treatm ent o f  w om en w ho were

traditionally the patients and m en the doctors w hose diagnoses tended to go in and out o f

fashion.’®̂ Studies have pointed out other factors that previous counselling and psychological

m ethodologies have ignored a variety o f  socio-cultural differences:

Econom ically and educationally m arginalised clients m ay not be oriented tow ard 
“talk therapy.”
Self-disclosure m ay be incom patible w ith the cultural values all groups.
Socio-political atm ospheres m ay dictate against self-disclosure.
Am biguous nature o f  counselling m ay be antagonistic to life values o f  certain 
groups.

Allen E. Ivey, Theories o f  Counseling and Psychotherapy : A Multicultural Perspective, 6th ed. (Boston, 
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Many minorities prefer an active/directive approach to an inactive/non-directive one 
in treatment.^®'*
The proponents o f MCT argue that previous approaches to counselhng and therapy 
have been white, middle-class activities and carry a set o f assumptions and values 
that may be in conflict with the lives o f their clients.
Counselling has not been helpful to some minorities, but, it has been used as an 
oppressive instrument by those in power to mistreat large groups o f people and may 
damage and do great harm to culturally different clients.’®̂
In the past harm has been done by defining cultural differences as deviant and 
pathological, by not providing culturally appropriate care and by imposing the 
values o f a dominant culture upon them.™^
MCT finds that the education and training o f psychologists have, at times, created 
the impression that the theories and practices o f psychology are apolitical and value- 
free.™^
It has been noted that a major obstacle to a meaningful movement toward a 
multicultural society is the failure to understand unconscious and unintentional 
complicity in perpetuating bias and discrimination via personal values/beliefs and 
institutions.
It is also argued that traditional theories o f counselling are culture-bound in that they 
recognise or treat one particular facet o f the individual; the thinking self, the feeling 
self, the behaving self or the social self
Because psychology concentrates primarily on the individual, it has been deficient in 
developing more systemic and large-scale change strategies and that schools o f 
counselling and psychotherapy represent different world-views, each with its own 
values, biases and assumptions about human behaviour.^'°

It might be argued here that a counsellor with a view restricted to one o f the major schools

of therapy may be in a double bind, bound by their culture and their particular theoretical

perspective and unretlectively recapitulating oppression and discrimination. The important factor

here is that sometimes the traditional therapeutic process is inappropriate and ineffective as it

emphasises the client’s insights and behaviours. Therapy and counselling are relational, an attempt

to look at the self-in-relation rather than the self as an insulated entity and M CT recognises that

sometimes problems are out o f  the control o f the client and lie within the client’s systems where

discrimination, prejudice or racism may be mitigating factors. Here the focus might change from

the individual client to altering client systems.’ "

The liberation o f consciousness is a basic goal o f  MCT theory. Whereas self- 
actualisation, discovery o f the role o f the past in the present, or behaviour change 
have been traditional goals o f Western psychotherapy and counselling, MCT

Deraid Wing Sue and David Sue, Counseling the Culturally Diverse : Theory and Practice, 5th ed. 
(Hoboken, N.J.: Wiley, 2008), 45.

Deraid Wing Sue and David Sue, Counseling the Culturally Different: Theory and Practice, 3rd ed. (New 
York ; Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 1999), xv.

Sue and Sue, Counseling the Culturally Diverse : Theory and Practice, 34.
™Hbid., 61.
™«Ibid., 88.

Sue and Sue, Counseling the Culturally Different: Theory and Practice, 32.
Judith H. Katz, "The Sociopolitical Nature of Counseling," The Counseling Psychologist 13, no. 4 (1985). 

Quoted in: Sue and Sue, Counseling the Culturally Diverse : Theory and Practice, 41.
' Sue and Sue, Counseling the Culturally Different: Theory and Practice, 17.
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em phasises the im portance o f  expanding personal, family, group and organisational 
consciousness o f  the place o f  self-in-relation, fam ily-in-relation, and organisation-in- 
relation. This results in therapy that is not only ultim ately contextual in orientation, 
but also draws on traditional m ethods o f  healing from  m any cultures.

These argum ents w ould accord w ith F re ire’s understanding o f  oppression and cultural invasion as

antidialogical action and his em phasis on relational thinking as the route out o f  oppression:

In this phenom enon, the invaders penetrate the cultural context o f  another group, in 
disrespect o f  the la tte r’s potentialities; they im pose their own view  o f  the w orld upon 
those they invade and inhibit the creativity o f  the invaded by curbing their 
expression.’ ’^

F re ire ’s work accords w ith the central tenets o f  M C T and has influenced som e o f  its main

proponents.^''* A s is the case with F reire’s w ork, M CT is not view ed as a theory in itself, but as a

m etatheoretical approach to helping that recognises that all approaches and m ethods ultim ately

exist w ithin a cultural context. F reire’s concept o f  conscientizacao  is cited by A llen Ivey as the

essential goal o f  m ulticultural counselling and therapy and, by extension, o f  education.’ *̂

Paul Pedersen argues that by putting ‘cu lture’ at the centre o f  the counselling process and

taking a m ulticultural approach, M CT recognises the im portance o f  culture as central to identity

and therefore should be regarded as a fourth force in c o u n s e l l in g .P s y c h o lo g y  and counselling

have had to change in response to the dem ands for recognition o f  cultural groups and that culture

provides the “best fit” m etaphor to understand the process o f  change that has occurred. With a

perspective infonned by M CT counsellors becom e sensitive to stereotypes, cultural expectations

and personal attitudes in dealing w ith clien ts’ issues. A ccording to Pedersen;

The cultural perspective is uniquely useful. By refram ing all our relationships 
(parent/child, husband/w ife, sister/brother) into a cultural perspective, it becom es 
possible for two persons or groups to disagree in their behaviours even w hile sharing 
the same “com m on ground” expectations or core values. N ot everyone who sm iles is 
your friend, nor is everyone w ho shouts at you your enemy.^'^

It is crucially im portant that counsellors question their ow n assum ptions, values, predispositions,

prejudices, and bring this aw areness to their w ork w ith clients. Therefore, a culturally com petent

helping professional is one w ho develops personal aw areness and is active in the process o f

Deraid Wing Sue, Allen E. Ivey, and Paul Pedersen, A Theoty o f  Multicultural Counseling and Therapy 
(Pacific Grove, Calif ; London: Brooks/Cole Pub. Co., 1996), 22.

Freire, Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 152.
Ivey, Theories o f Counseling and Psychotherapy : A Multicultural Perspective, 351.

7'5lbid., 359-361.
Paul Pedersen, Multiculturalism as a Fourth Force (Philadelphia, Pa.: Brunner/Mazel, 1999).
Paul Bodholt Pedersen “The Seamless Cultural Connections in My Life: No beginning...no ending”, 

Joseph G. Ponterotto, Handbook o f Multicultural Counseling (Thousand Oaks, Calif: Sage Publications, 
1995), 101.
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becoming aware o f his or her own assumptions about human behaviour, values, biases

preconceived notions, personal limitations and so forth.’ '* The approach shifts the emphasis from a

strictly psychological perspective to a developing awareness o f political and social contexts of

thought, action and conflict. I believe that a competent culturally sensitive counsellor will embody

the sociological imagination as described by C.W. Mills:

The sociological imagination enables its possessor to understand the larger historical 
scene in terms o f its meaning for the inner life and the external career o f a variety of 
individuals. It enables him to take into account how individuals, in the welter of 
their daily experience, often become falsely conscious o f their social positions.
Within that welter, the fi-amework o f modem society is sought, and within that 
framework the psychologies o f a variety o f men and women are formulated. By 
such means the personal vmeasiness o f individuals is focused upon explicit troubles 
and the indifference o f publics is transfonned into involvement with public issues.’ '^

Multicultural theorists recognise that there is more than one path to the truth and that the true

nature of people is a philosophical question and what constitutes a healthy person can vary from

culture to culture and class to c l a s s . S u c h  an holistic approach accords with the theoretical

perspective illuminated in this study as it recognises that people possess individual, group and

universal levels o f identity and by continually recreating a balance between requirements and

finding new solutions, one can never be said to have reached a definitive identity. In theory and

practice M CT is sensitive to the links between personal problems and social context.

MCT as an approach to counselling is educative, questioning and constructive o f reality; it

is useful to think with. Indeed, it is argued that personal transformation is central to the training of

multicultural counsellors.’^' Such individual developments open the door to the understanding that

personal change and the change o f others are the very essence o f humanity and mutual

understanding. Thus, dialogue informed by MCT can be viewed as the very core o f culture and as

the basis o f  ethical action. David Smail writes:

In essence this procedure is a moral, not a technical understanding, since every point it 
necessitates judgments being made by both therapist and patient about what is right 
and what it is good for either or both to do...’“^

The aim o f multicultural counselling is the development o f cultural flexibility, which requires

awareness o f links between personal problems and political and social realities, not just

Deraid W ing Sue and David Sue, Counseling the Culturally D iverse : Theory an d  P ractice , 4th ed. (N ew  
York: J. W iley, 2003), 17-18.

M ills, The Sociological Im agination, 5.

™  Sue and Sue, Counseling the C ulturally D iverse  : Theory an d  P ractice, 78.

’^'Powers and Davidov.

David Smail quoted in Smeyers, Smith, and Standish, 2.
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psychological terms, but as an active member o f a c u l t u r e . I n  this technicist age, the question o f 

‘what w orks’ is paramount and it tends to emphasise the qualities o f  a relationship as skills to be 

acquired and exercised rather than as a relationship in and o f itself, not recognising that we cannot 

evaluate our own standing separately from others.™  Education as a practice and institution is under 

pressure from a general social view that equates its success with increased productivity as 

measured by the dictates o f economic neoliberalism and the production o f a ‘knowledge economy’ 

rather than o f meaningfully engaging with questions o f inequality, and the possibility of 

humanisation and generativity. MCT is a metatheoretical approach to counselling that has an 

ethical, dialogical and relational dynamic at its core that opens the way to humanisation and 

generativity.

4.5 The Need for Dialogue and Ethics: The Moral Imperative

Respect cannot be achieved by the same methods as power. It requires not chiefs, 
but mediators, arbitrators, encouragers and counsellors, or what the Icelandic sagas 
call peaceweavers, who do not claim to have a cure for all ills, and whose ambition 
is limited to helping individuals to appreciate each other and to work together even 
when they are not in complete agreement, ensuring that disputes do not become 
suicidal. That difficulty in the past has been that such people have often demanded 
too high a price, and have ended up demanding obedience.’-^

A critical perspective recognises that cultures are contested, negotiated and socially 

constructed spaces, and views culture as changing, dynamic and reciprocal. These beliefs are in 

conflict with an ethnocentric view o f cultural homogeneity as static, unchanging and wholly 

dependent on the past for its vision. The question o f how to negotiate change and how best to live a 

life in a complex interconnected world has been debated for millennia. Allen Ivey traces the 

concept o f cultural identity back to Plato’s The Republic, and the ‘Allegory o f the Cave’.^-^ In the 

allegory, Plato attempted to show how one can live life, without knowledge o f the realm o f Forms. 

Those unaware of P lato’s Theory o f Forms are likened to prisoners chained in a cave, facing a wall 

and unable to turn their heads. Behind them bums a fire and between the fire and the prisoners 

puppeteers walk and they hold up puppets that cast shadows on the wall o f the cave. The prisoners 

are unable to see the puppets, the “real” objects, that pass behind them. The prisoners see and hear 

only shadows and echoes cast by objects that they do not see. In Ivey’s analogy, the cave is

Sue, Pedersen 1995.
Ibid., Chapter 1.
Berry, Immigrant Youth in Cultural Transition : Acculturation, Identity, and Adaptation across National 

Contexts, 144.
726 Ivey, Developmental Therapy.
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unreflective thought and indicative o f  cultural encapsulation and a self reference criterion. The 

culturally competent individual must escape the cave to self-awareness and contextualisation and 

move from the cave o f naive consciousness to awareness o f self in relation to system. The parallels 

to the Platonic journey are not perfect, but do suggest that coming to a new view o f reality may 

involve some difficulty. Ivey’s work is heavily indebted to Freire, and in his developmental 

theory the goal is to help the “client colleague” see her or his issues in social and historical context. 

The aim is not to take responsibility for action away from individuals, but to help them understand 

that they are not alone in their issues and that full resolution o f conflictual situations usually 

involves some action and awareness o f social context where thought and action become a unified 

whole.^2*

Blaine J Fowers and Barbara J. Davidov’^̂  have brought the ideas o f Aristotelian virtue 

ethics into a contemporary multicultural counselling context. They argue that a focus on the 

individual in context is essential to move beyond cultural encapsulation and an ‘us versus them ’ 

approach to diversity and contemporary virtue ethics offer a perspective to facilitate intercultural 

understanding and humanisation. Failure to recognise the individual or group is therefore a failure 

o f respect and o f social justice as cultural competence is inseparable from goals o f cultural respect, 

affinnation and social justice.^^® True recognition, therefore, calls for more than just toleration. The 

ethical challenge o f recognition is a concern for the wellbeing and dignity o f people and it 

necessitates the creation o f a common culture that is required for a political society -  the creation 

o f a sensibility that takes seriously the otherness o f the other, a receptiveness that stops one from 

forcing one’s ways on the other. As with Erikson’s generativity, having identity formed in dialogue 

with others is a crucial aspect o f one’s ability to achieve individuality and, without the further 

development o f ethically directed actions and the subordination o f moralism to the shared 

affirmation o f values, recognition o f identity is bound to fail.^^'

J.G. Ponterotto, H andbook o f  M ulticultural Counseling  (Sage Publications, 1995). 

™  Ibid.

Fowers and Davidov.

Ibid.

Erikson, "Autobiographic N otes on the Identity Crisis," 753.
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Ethics and values have again becom e pertinent in educational theories in recent years. David 

W. CarrJ^^ M ichael F ullan ,’^̂  Fowers^^'* have recently returned to the questions o f  the ethical and a 

m oral foundation o f  education that in previous tim es w ould have seem ed conventional. These 

insights em phasise that to effectively negotiate and m ediate diversity, an em phasis on 

understanding and com m unicating skill is not enough. Awareness m ust be accom panied by 

practical perception and deliberative discernm ent follow ed by w ise action. As circum stances 

change and social, econom ic and cultural dem ands change, personal change is a necessary 

com ponent to becom e a person o f  practical w isdom , particularly in applied disciplines such as 

teaching or counselling.

I f  one accepts that developing ethics and identity is a transform ative process, is it possible to 

rethink identity and culture and their place in Irish schools? M ust Irish schools revaluate policies, 

ethos and structures to take account o f  the new dem ands o f  a culturally diverse society, changing 

econom ic circum stances and the conditions o f  m odernity? Recent indications that reforni o f  the 

Junior Cycle in Innovation a n d  Identity  dem onstrate that a rhetoric for change is in circulation.’^̂  

However, in the 1990s the United K ingdom  experienced a prolonged and controversial public 

debate about the issues explored in this chapter. The debate centred on the context o f 

m ulticulturalism  and the concom itant diversity o f  values and their place in education and what 

contribution schools should be m aking to the spiritual, m oral and social developm ent o f  children. 

D oubts were expressed as to w hether there could ever be a genuine consensus about a particular set 

o f  values appropriate to a national curriculum .’^̂  A sim ilar problem  has been identified in Ireland 

in that policym akers, teachers, parents and students do not seem  to share a com m on, convincing 

reassuring narrative about education.’ ’̂ This should not inhibit the search for a shared narrative o f  

what education in Ireland should or m ight be. As an exam ple, the rhetoric for change at Junior 

Cycle has em erged from  research evidence, public and political consensus, and professional

732 David Carr, Professionalism and Ethics in Teaching, Professional Ethics (London: Routledge, 2000).
733 Michael Fullan, Facilitator's Guide, the Moral Imperative o f  School Leadership (Thousand Oaks, C alif.;

London: Corwin Press, 2005).
Blaine J. Powers, "From Continence to Virtue: Recovering Goodness, Character Unity, and Character 

Types for Positive Psychology," Theory Psychology 18, no. 5 (2008).
NCCA, Innovation & Identity: Schools Developing Junior Cycle.

■̂36 Neil Burtonwood, Cultural Diversity, Liberal Pluralism and Schools : Isaiah Berlin and Education, 
Routledge International Studies in the Philosophy of Education (London: Routledge, 2006), 45.

Seery, "Slavoj Zizek's Dialectics of Ideology and the Discourses of Irish Education."
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concern. However, in the face o f the reaUty o f  change, the document Innovation and Identity 

suggests that unless schools lead, meaningful change will never find its way into the classrooms.^^* 

There is a need to develop an informed dialogue and a shared narrative regarding these key 

ideas and put less emphasis on the instrumental ends o f education. Teaching practice founded on 

the empathy o f counselling and the ethical force o f MCT as the source o f personal and social 

change encourages not only schools, but individual teachers and counsellors and students to 

become mediators o f acculturation and change rather than vehicles o f cultural reproduction and 

status quo. The aim is to become the change one wants to see.^^^

Conclusion

If the OECD report Investment in Education  serves as a marker for the development of 

modem Irish second-level education and guidance and counselling, the current period o f cutbacks 

and programme chopping may have equally long-term consequences. Recent decisions such as the 

reduction in provision o f guidance and counselling to second level schools at a time o f economic 

upheaval and social fractiousness is shortsighted and supports for guidance will affect schools’ 

ability to provide “appropriate guidance” as defined in the Education Act 1998. These cuts have 

affected previously disadvantaged and marginalised groups and the results of these changes will 

have consequences for generations and some schools and communities will remain marginalised.'"*® 

It is not too late to realign the implementation o f policy decisions that support a repeat o f the cuts 

such as those that occurred during the economic difficulties of the 1980.

Few traditional theories o f counselling or therapy include the totality o f the human 

experience and even fewer include the cultural and political self. As this relates to the teacher and 

counsellor, cultural dissemination is rarely neutral and everything that occurs in a classroom is the 

tip o f a theoretical iceberg.’'*̂  A recent study identified that mental illness is not a static entity, but 

that it is culturally infectious and reflects the circumstances o f the society. It may be concluded

N CCA, Innovation & Identity: Schools D evelop ing  Junior Cycle.

™  The quote is generally attributed to Mohandas Gandhi, but has been em ployed w idely in management o f  
change literature. See: Senge and Society for Organizational Learning., 147.

Smyth and M cCoy, Im proving Second-Level Education: Using E vidence fo r  P o licy  D evelopm ent, 1. 
M cCoy and others, "Hidden Disadvantage?: A  Study o f  the Low Participation in Higher Education by the 
Non-M anual Group."

Ciaran Sugrue, Curriculum an d  Ideology : Irish Experiences, International P erspectives  (Dublin: Liffey  
P ress;, 2004), 103.
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here that no matter how skilled trained or intelligent one is as a counsellor, if counsellors or

teachers are making wrong or culturally inappropriate assumptions, they will not be accurate in

assessment, meaningful in understanding nor appropriate in their interventions. The counsellor or

teacher who moves away from the self-reference criterion o f cultural encapsulation and acts as a

cultural mediator, is a translator facilitating dialogue across the layers and islands o f cultures. As a

cultural mediator, teachers and counsellors can build bridges using culture and creating culture

through the intergenerational exchange between adults and adolescents during identity formation

processes. By engaging the minds o f young and older, with each other and for each other in the

Eriksonian concept o f generativity, the development o f empathy and action in the humanisation and

creation o f culture identified as a shared vision in Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed hQComes possible:

Instead o f following predetermined plans, leaders and people, mutually identified, 
together create the guidelines of their action. In this synthesis, leaders and people are 
somehow reborn in new knowledge and new action. Knowledge of the alienated 
culture leads to transforming action resulting in a culture which is being freed from 
alienation.^'’"'

As young people today experience the state through its institutions, it is essential that they

feel that their needs are recognised and that the institutions are responsive to them. A time of

profound demographic and institutional change poses considerable challenges to individual and

professional identities. A perspective that is acculturative and informed by the theoretical insights

o f MCT is particularly helpftil in a professional and cultural context in that it suggests a response to

the daily challenges and demands of a secondary school. By developing an acculturative ethos,

teachers and counsellors can develop distinctive sets o f skills, ideas, ways o f working, and

professional attitudes that connect personal, social and institutional change. Five years o f  austerity

is eroding teacher numbers and morale, guidance and counselling provision, school management

structures and provision for vulnerable students. There will be short, medium and long term

consequences o f the era o f austerity, but the core o f learning in school will still be the teacher/

counsellor-student relationship. According to the ESRI:

There is robust evidence too that the nature o f the school climate, that is, d ay -to -d ay  
interactions between teachers and students, significantly influences a range of student 
outcomes, including early school leaving, academic achievement, academic se lf- 
image, stress levels, and intended post-school pathways. Furthermore, students see 
care and respect on the part o f teachers as key to effective teaching and learning in the

Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 181.
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classroom...It is vital that the creation of a positive climate be seen as a central 
component of school development planning.

Smyth and McCoy, Improving Second-Level Education: Using Evidence fo r  Policy Development, 20.
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Chapter Five 

Methodological Praxis: Practitioner Research

Once again, there is no such thing as teaching without research and research without 
teaching. One inhabits the body o f the other. As I teach, I continue to search and 
research. I teach because I search, because I question, and because I submit m yself to 
questioning. I research because I notice things, take cognisance o f them. And in so 
doing, I intervene. And intervening, I educate and educate myself. I do research so as 
to know what 1 do not yet know and to communicate and proclaim what I discover. '̂*®

- Paulo Freire

Introduction

Researchers and readers o f research assume its purpose it to impart knowledge and answers 

to the public and to interested readers. Why else would one publish an academic article or book, 

but to add to the public or specialist fund o f knowledge? There is little demand for more questions 

or statements of uncertainty. However, science accepts ambiguity and the uncertainty that leads to 

creativity and change. As the 3M engineer who invented the Post-it note recalled of his experience 

o f  research: “If I knew what I was doing, it would not be r e s e a r c h . T h e  preceding chapters have 

made the case for a bewildering diversity at the heart o f  a social project such as education. When 

considering the best methods to conduct research in such a complex social construction as a school, 

one must bear in mind the complexity o f factors affecting the day to day interactions and 

understandings o f  the social actors involved. The place o f cultural inheritance, sociological 

structures and inequalities, psycho-social and biological factors all, individually or collectively, 

may be reflected upon if  an approach to responding to the needs o f a student in a school is to be 

considered informed. When this complexity is disregarded, education is vulnerable to being 

assimilated to a medical model o f  diagnosis and cure.’"̂  ̂ In The Gift o f  Therapy psychotherapist 

Irvin Yalom asked: “If you were in personal psychotherapy or are considering it, what DSM-IV 

diagnosis do you think your therapist could justifiably use to describe someone as complicated as 

you?” '̂*'̂  His question highlights the ethical and identity implications o f a medical model of 

diagnosis that tends to see behavioural or other educational problems as located within the child. 

This approach is symptomatic o f a deficit approach to education that labels students “at risk”, 

“disadvantaged” or “non-national.” The American experience o f recent years has shown that a gold

Freire, Pedagogy o f  Freedom : Ethics, Democracy, and Civic Courage, 35.
Source: Stephen Bayley, “What’s The Big Idea?” The Independent on Sunday, 6 August,

2006.
Smeyers, Smith, and Standish, 203.
Irvin D. Yalom, The Gift o f  Therapy, Rev. and updated ed. (London: Piatkus, 2010).
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standard in education, while desirable, is impossible without an accounting for the context in which

education takes place7^° Yalom identifies a key problem in the diagnosis and cure model in relation

to therapy that is equally significant for education; empathy toward the client's sensitivity and

vulnerability during the learning and identity development process cannot be excluded from the

frame of reference. As well as educating for knowledge, understanding and vocational skills, the

critical examination o f issues o f inequality, prejudice and social exclusion is essential:

...there are people with identities, needs, values and life stories who are engaged in the 
stmggle to deal with this. Much current educational practice fails to capture this 
stmggle and does not touch the emotional grief and suffering involved.’ '̂

This begs the question, what are the aims to be considered in the development o f a social research

project when the payoff may not be as tangible as a useful invention or disease cure, but rather

something as elusive as an individual response to a bureaucratic social institution? What is to be

“cured”? Educational research has been considered the “ugly sister” in the family o f research

because cures or successful treatments are not often fo r th c o m in g .E d u c a tio n a l practice is an

often messier and contradictory practice that is not easily amenable to ‘cures’. This is not to deny

that educational research has nothing to leam from the scientific model of research, but to argue

that a neutral, decontextualised methodology is not the only perspective o f value. Therefore, it is

argued that the development o f a research project does not necessarily start with a proposal for the

direction o f the research process which is then followed methodically and mechanically, step-by-

step as though completing a shopping or to do list. It is a messier, more challenging, and if the

context within which the research takes place is considered, an altogether thornier issue,

complicated by the ideology o f its very own epistemological foundations. If the research is working

to the requirements o f others, for the legitimation that is accompanied by certification or for career

advancement, then fundamental questions o f power, equality, justice and human interests enter the

research process. If  these factors are addressed reflexively, if theory interrogates practice and

practice challenges theory, the construction of the research project becomes both complicated and

rich as it is accompanied by a relentless questioning of its own methodological and epistemological

assumptions. The search and the searcher caimot be segregated or isolated. Stebbins describes how

See: Diane Ravitch, "School 'Reform': A Failing Grade," N ew  York R eview  o /5oofaSeptem ber 29, 2011.

Terry Hyland, "Mindfulness and the Therapeutic Function o f  Education," Journal o f  P hilosophy o f  
Education A i, no. 1 (2009): 129.

Gene V. Glass, ""The V ision Thing"; Educational Research and Aera in the 21st Century.
Part 4: The Future o f  Scholarly Communications," E ducational R esearcher  27, no. 8 (1998).
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the life o f the explorer is tightly bound up withe the exploration. He argues that if social scientists 

have tended to overlook exploration as process and methodological approach, they have established 

an even worse record o f avoidance when it comes to considering the explorers themselves.^^^ 

Discovery is a pervasive personal orientation, an occupation, or, for practitioners, a vocation.

This chapter describes the epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology and methods 

employed in this study. This conforms to a research scaffold provided by Crotty who distinguished 

between different configurations o f research based on their grounding in epistemology.^^'* 

Epistemology is the philosophical foundation for research and is the base upon which the 

theoretical perspective o f the study develops, out o f which the methodology is developed as a 

rationale to select the methods to collect and analyse the data. Each foundation provides a structure 

on which the next level is built. C rotty’s framework demonstrates how thinking, perceiving and 

acting are bound together in the development o f a piece o f research. The theoretical question at the 

heart of this study is: Is a teaching/counselling perspective guided by Freirean principles relevant to 

the lives o f students in a secondary school in Dublin?

This study has the characteristics nonnally associated with qualitative inquiry, including a 

natural setting, human subjects, use o f tacit knowledge, qualitative methods, purposive sampling 

and inductive data a n a l y s i s . H o w e v e r ,  as an exploratory practitioner research project that arises 

from a natural capacity for inquiry seeking humanisation, this research attempts to take a relational 

view o f the research process, as research on practice becomes research in practice, where “global 

thinking” interpenetrates “local actions”’ ®̂ in a reflexive spiral that questions assumptions and that 

responds to action.

5.1 Research Methodology in Context

...to understand either childhood or society, we must expand our scope to include the 
study o f the way in which societies lighten the inescapable conflicts o f childhood with 
a promise o f some security, identity and integrity.

-Erik Erikson

Stebbins, 50.
Michael Crotty, The Foundations o f  Social Research : Meaning and Perspective in the 

Research Process {London: SAGE, 1998).
Colin Robson, Real World Research : A Resource fo r  Social Scientists and Practitioner- 

Researchers (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002).
Dick Allwright, "Exploratory Practice: Rethinking Practitioner Research in Language Teaching," 

Language Teaching Research 7, no. 2 (2003).
Erikson, Childhood and Society, 251.
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Crotty states that there are four basic elements underlying the procedures and principles in 

the field of social inquiry and makes the following distinctions between them:

• Epistemology: the theory o f knowledge embedded in the theoretical perspective and 
thereby in the methodology.

• Theoretical perspective; the philosophical stance informing the methodology and 
thus providing a context for the process and grounding its logic and criteria.

• M ethodology -  the strategy, plan o f action, process or design lying behind the 
choice and use o f particular methods and linking the choice and use o f methods to 
desired outcomes.

• .Methods -  the techniques or procedures used to gather and analyse data related to 
some research question o f hypothesis.^^*

The questions that arise when one considers undertaking a research study may be: Is it a case

study? Action research? Is it an ethnographic study? It is to involve qualitative methods?

Quantitative methods? These questions are all asking in what way can the researcher reliably and

effectively collect, interpret and convey data and findings to interested parties. Crotty argues that

the exploration, clarification and justification o f a research scaffold can help to ensure the

soundness o f research and therefore make outcomes more convincing both in themselves and for

others to take the research seriously. It is important to consider that certain assumptions

embedded in the researcher's perspective will influence, however obviously or obscurely, the

research project. In this study, assumptions are guided by the work o f Paulo Freire and on the

centrality o f relationships between research and practice, provision and need, teacher and student.

A major hurdle for developing a Freirean perspective on education is that much o f the current

research in the field refuses to consider the relevant historical, social or cultural context o f the

subject under investigation and the idea that education should be emancipatory and humanising is

almost never the subject o f  contemporary academic research.^®® However, by developing an

understanding o f relations as they exist in a school, schools in general, the education system, the

society and culture within which the school is situated, a kaleidoscopic series o f structures and

relations opens up. Through this prism, the research project attempts to understand the structuring

o f people within the systems as they themselves have developed at particular points in space and

time. The outcome o f the research should be to find a way to change those conditions for the better.

However, this approach demands a rigorous questioning o f assumptions and Freire’s work suggests

Crott}', 3.
’59 Ibid., 2-6.
760 Hyslcp-Margison and Dale, 130.
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that a reflexive approach should inform data collection and analysis. Howard Becker’s advice is

that social researchers must bring an unconventional perspective to their work;

So we need ways o f expanding the reach o f our thinking, o f seeing what else we could 
be thinking and asking, o f increasing the ability o f  our ideas to deal with the diversity 
o f what goes on in the worlds®'

This perspective accounts for the exploratory motivation and curiosity that is the ethical force of

this research project.

5.2 Reflexivity in Research: Q uestioning A ssum ptions

It is in our incompleteness, o f which we are aware, that education as a permanent 
process is grounded...Education does not make us educable. It is our awareness o f 
being unfinished that makes us educable. And the same awareness in which we are 
inserted makes us eternal seekers.

Conscientization demands more than a mere awareness, it demands a critical cultural 

action in reality which is overcoming a semi-intransitive or naive transitive state o f consciousness. 

In this way Freire’s work is situated within a tradition o f research that takes into account the history 

o f domination that backgrounds all educational e n c o u n t e r s . T h e  sequence o f  action, reflection, 

critical reflection and cultural action as a cycle o f being and becoming in the research process is 

perhaps best described as reflexivity. Pring identifies reflexive intelligence as the making explicit 

o f presuppositions and subjecting them to critical examination as the core o f all professional 

practice.’®"* This requires researchers to look at the dynamic interaction between individuals and the 

surroundings in which they find themselves to situate their research within a larger historical, 

political, economic and symbolic context. Reflexivity has many parallels with Freire’s 

conscientization or critical consciousness in that it is marked by an epistemological curiosity and 

the transformation o f reality. Reflexivity is the core o f what makes Freire’s work relevant to this 

practitioner and researcher. Engagement with Freire does not mean the assimilation o f a reified, 

monolithic, grand theory. Rather, by engaging reflexively in a research process, one begins to 

develop a way o f constructing a science o f action, a science o f reflexivity that encourages one to 

view an action as a link on a chain o f being and doing, and doing better.

The danger is that instead o f action, reflection generates paralysis. Reflexivity is enhanced 

by attending to use o f language, interpretations, assumptions and the logic o f discourse of

Howard S. Becker, Tricks o f  the Trade : H ow  to Think A bout Your Research While You're 
D oing  It (Chicago, 111. ; London: University o f  Chicago Press, 1998), 7.

Freire, P edagogy o f  Freedom  : Ethics, D em ocracy, and C ivic Courage, 58.
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Richard Pring, P hilosophy o f  E ducational Research, 2nd ed. (London ; N ew  York: Continuum, 2004).
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education itself.’^̂  Pring describes the logic o f discourse as the rules implicit in the use o f words 

and the words to which those words are logically related. In the field o f education, describing and 

evaluating activities as ‘educational’ incorporates ways o f conceptualising and valuing certain 

experiences, including what is described as education and who is regarded as educated.’ ®̂ For 

example, there has been a polarisation in the debates o f research in education between 

methodologies o f quantitative and qualitative research and analysis, or between positivist and 

naturalistic approaches that illuminate the fact that how one speaks o f things in the world reflects 

how one thinks about the world7®^ Reflexivity assumes that the language o f education is neither 

absolute nor arbitrary, but cultural and historical and that the influences on language must be 

interrogated to inform action. By developing a reflexive approach, one seeks to see with another’s 

eyes, to develop empathy, to avoid cultural encapsulation and the assumed universality o f one’s 

own worldview. As with the search for truth itself, research or practice when conducted with a self

questioning approach becomes paradoxically both intellectually and emotionally demanding and 

stimulating. Isaiah Berlin explains the contradictory nature o f reflexivity in the search for truth in 

an essay about Russian Thinkers and writing about the Russian novelist Leo Tolstoy. Berlin said 

that in his lifetime’s search for ‘Truth’, (which he placed highest o f all the virtues) Tolstoy: “ ... 

sacrificed all he had upon her altar - happiness, friendship, love, peace, moral and intellectual 

certainty, and, in the end, his life and all she gave him in return was doubt, insecurity, self

contempt, insoluble contradictions.” ^̂ * The rigorous nature o f the search for truth that is required in 

a methodology that considers both theoretical foundations and the practice informed by those very 

theories becomes both a gift and a burden, resulting in both adversity and fulfilment. It asks that the 

researcher, teacher or practitioner to view themselves as cultural beings and their institutions as 

culturally situated and perpetuated through structures and practices. However, this type o f 

reflection will instigate an ideological perspective on the diversity inherent in the world that is 

personally and professionally demanding and rewarding.

A recent publication o f interim guidelines for Counselling Competencies fo r  Guidance 

Counselling Education Programmes suggests that reflexivity is essential for guidance counsellors

Max Van Manen, Researching Lived Experience : Human Science for an Action Sensitive Pedagogy, 2nd 
ed. (London, Ont.: Althouse Press, 1997), 155. See also: Pring, in "Preface to the Second Edition".

Ibid., 11.
Seery, "Slavoj Zizek's Dialectics of Ideology and the Discourses of Irish Education."
Isaiah Berlin and Henry Hardy, Russian Thinkers (London: Hogarth P., 1978), 260.
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to reach a level of personal and professional maturity that allows them to take different 

perspectives, make independent judgments and take responsibility for their actions. According to 

the Guidelines reflexivity implies the use o f metacognitive skills, developing creative abilities with 

a critical approach. Reflexivity is not just about how the practitioners think, but also about how 

they construct experience more generally, including feelings and actions.^®® The Guidelines also 

state that a guidance counsellor should seek to develop the ability and the confidence to establish 

and maintain a collaborative, congruent and effective relationship with the client informed by a 

theoretical framework and to demonstrate key core conditions o f the counselling relationship, 

including empathy. In other words, an effective counsellor will develop a theoretical framework, 

will take a critical stance but will remain open to a collaborative and empathic engagement with 

others. This view o f education recognises a dynamic tension between tradition and transformation 

and the conflicts implied by the need for a teacher to work within a system or society at the same 

time as attempting to facilitate change. It is argued that these actions can be reflexively developed 

through engaging with the key Freirean concepts generated for this study.

Thinking about thinking and thinking about action are the motivating forces o f a reflexive 

practitioner. In the construction o f the research project, a reflexive methodology requires ongoing 

questioning and correcting, tinkering with doubt by allowing for incremental change through 

dialogue with the “real world” and not with theory only. Reflexivity is intended to interrogate the 

project one is researching and it aims to illuminate deeper dilemmas, including the social 

conditions that have formed the research and how interests and power shapes one’s perceptions. 

Reflexivity is related to the reflection in and on practice advocated by Schon.’’° However, 

reflexivity is an attempt to be more than a ‘reflective practitioner’, where the practitioner acts as a 

problem solver reflecting on action, but rather it seeks to investigate with rigour and significance 

the political context o f the position o f the practitioner in relation to the effects o f  the social 

structure within which the practice takes place. Reflexivity in research demands that the 

researcher’s social relationship to the object of study is itself a necessary object o f  study and this 

involves positioning oneself as situated within structures o f power, inequality and received thought.

NCGE (National Centre for Guidance in Education) Interim  G uidelines Counselling  
C om peten cies  h ttp ://w w w .ncge,ie /docum en ts/P ub Iications% 20& % 20P apers/C oun sellin g  
% 20Competences% 20Statement.pdf (A ccessed  27 January 2012).

™  Donald A. Schon, The R eflective P ractitioner : H ow  P rofessionals Think in Action  (N ew  
York: Basic Books, 1983).
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Reflection or critique itself is not sufficient and for professional development to occur, 

collaboration and dialogue with other practitioners and this study is founded on the idea of the 

researcher practitioner which promotes teacher research into thinking, practice and professional 

development. By seeking to highlight the relationship between doing research and developing 

professionally, and that researching classroom and school contexts is a vital part o f teachers' 

professional development, new perspectives on continuing professional development policy and 

provision become possible.’^' The practitioner researcher can both develop and provide a meta

perspective involving reflection on several levels or directed at several themes and recognise a 

wholeness or gestalt o f experience that seeks to overcome fragmented disciplinary or professional 

borders.

As a practitioner and researcher, there is no point outside the educational system from 

where a to stand to be objective, neutral or disinterested. Accordingly, the following provides 

context for some o f the assumptions involved in methodology for this study:

• This research is a PhD study with all the accumulation o f capital (social, economic and 
cultural) that that implies.

• The research is based on the practice o f a teacher and guidance counsellor.
• The research aims for the bettennent o f the self and others and seeks to be ethically 

based and grounded and is related directly to a desire for broader social or system 
change.

• The research is intended to question the political and pedagogical assumptions that are 
a part o f the educational process as it is currently constructed. According to Henry 
Giroux: “Are schools to uncritically serve and reproduce the existing society or 
challenge the social order to develop and advance its democratic imperatives. 
Obviously, I opt for the second.

• Freire’s assumption that the very nature o f education is political, and indeed politics 
has educational aspects.’ '̂* In other words, an educational act has a political nature and 
a political act has an educational nature.

• Belonging to a professional group brings into play an effect o f censorship which goes 
far beyond institutional or personal constraints: there are questions that one doesn’t 
ask, and that you can’t ask because they have to do with the fundamental beliefs that 
are at the root o f  science and o f the way things fimction in the scientific domain.

• The guidance counsellor has a particular role within the school community that must 
be understood and addressed as a significant factor in the research process.

• To approach practices and experiences critically is to understand the validity o f social, 
political historical, cultural and economic factors relative to the practice and

See: Campbell, McNamara, and Gilroy.

In the educational research field, leading expert on educational change, M ichael Fullan has 
accepted that personal and social betterment are intimately connected and that small scale 
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experiences to be reinvented. Reinvention demands the historical, cultural, political, 
social and economic comprehension o f the practice and proposals to be reinvented.

• It is accepted that learning is relational and it is through human relations that one may 
create the potential to escape power interests.

• Culture is both a medium and expression of lived experience and is embodied in the 
day to day lives and interactions o f specific groups. However, it is also a form of 
capital that certain groups in society transform into a commodity, accumulate it and 
make ‘cultural capital’.^’’

• Culture is a process and therefore society may be viewed as a process and, therefore, 
what is being researched can be assumed not to have causes, but a history, a story, a 
narrative: “On this view, we understand the occurrence o f events by learning the steps 
in the process by which they came to happen, rather than by learning the conditions 
that made their existence necessary.” ’̂*

• The approach one takes to the nature o f social organisation infomis the approach one 
takes to research design.

• By working within the rules and understandings o f a given practice, but reflecting 
upon the nature o f rules and understandings so that they might be improved or adapted 
to new and previously unseen situations is at the heart o f all professional practice.

All the above assumptions can be addressed by understanding that knowledge and its production

are relational and a Freirean ‘methodology’ (though he was loath to employ the term in its

traditional sense in a personal refusal to be methodologically prescriptive) supports a reflexive

approach to theory and practice.

There is support for the generalizability o f  the basic principles o f Freirean pedagogy and of 

reflexivity in theory and practice that has profound implications for change in education.^**® Freire’s 

contribution to my own understanding o f reflexivity in research is drawn from his his emphasis on 

understanding context and the relational importance o f others, grounded in the existential 

experiences of the researchers and researched. In this conceptualisation, reflexivity is involved with 

problematising and critique. It is an attempt to defamiliarise the familiar, to introduce a crisis, self

estrangement and the abandonment o f habit with the intention o f developing new perspectives. In 

the fields o f education and educational research the reflexive orientation is concerned with the 

issues o f power and justice and the ways the economy, matters o f race, class and gender, the 

ideologies and discourses o f religion and other social institutions and cultural dynamics interact to 

construct identity and social relations. It allows for a grounding of practice in a critical theory and 

action that humanises and creates new culture, linking personal development and social 

amelioration. The preceding chapters have developed a theoretical framework for researchers and

Freire and Macedo, Literacy : Reading the Word & the World, 133.
Giroux, "Introduction" in Freire, The Politics o f  Education : Culture, Power, and Liberation. 

™  Becker, 61.
™  Pring.

Morrow and Torres, 140-141.
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readers for understanding the student and teacher involvement with the educational process. Freire,

Erikson and Berry’s theoretical insights, while all based on theory and practice, must be tested 

against experience and other forms o f practice to gain relevance outside o f their contexts. In this 

way the research process itself becomes reflexive and indeed, this is akin to the process of 

conscientization as described by Freire, testing tacit or unquestioned assumptions. Enabling 

practitioners to research one’s own practices, thinking, attitudes and beliefs can encourage the 

research;r/practitioner to:

• Identify the beliefs and attitudes which underpin their practice.
• Use research methods to review and refme practice.
• Engage in a systematic process o f individual and collaborative reflection and 

analysis and in an individual review o f  professional learning and development.
• Participate in self appraisal, evaluation and action planning.
• Investigate relevant literature in the field o f professional development.
• Write accounts, narratives and stories about professional development.
• Engage in debate and discussion about research and disseminate findings through 

networks, conferences, and publications.’*'

The exploratory research project is grounded in the humanisation o f knowing and doing, o f an

understanding that is paradoxically founded on not knowing.

5.3 Research Epistemology

The message is that there are known knowns, there are things we know that we know.
There are known unknowns, that is to say there are things that we now know, we don't 
know. But there are also unknown unknowns, there are things we do not know, we 
don't know, and each year we discover a few more, o f  those unknown unknowns.

-Donald Rumsfeld, Feb. 12, 2002, Department o f Defense News Briefing

I know, Meno, what you mean; but just see what a tiresome dispute you are 
introducing. You argue that man cannot enquire either about that which he knows, or 
about that which he does not know; for if  he knows, he has no need to enquire; and if 
not, he cannot; for he does not know the very subject about which he is to enquire.

-Socrates, in Plato’s “M eno”

Epistemology is concerned with the nature, sources and limits o f  knowledge. The term 

refers to the ways we come to know the world, the relationship between the knower and the known; 

it is the way one looks at the world and makes sense o f it, a system o f knowing. A research 

epistemology is the system o f knowing that informs the ways one approaches the systematic 

practice o f  research. It is considered important to elucidate the epistemological grounding o f the 

study because the choice or assumptions implied by an epistemology and consequent methodology 

have a fundamental relationship to individual research: “How one aligns oneself in this particular

See: Campbell, McNamara, and Gilroy, 30-31.
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debate profoundly affects how one will go about uncovering knowledge o f social behaviour. 

Crotty argues that the epistemology is the source from which the research process flows, as the 

selection of methodology and methods follow or question the original epistemological 

assumptions. By making the epistemological grounding explicit, the researcher develops 

reflexively by interrogating assumptions and allows the reader engage with the process (or 

disregard accordingly).^*^ Crotty suggests that there are three epistemological positions: 

objectivism, subjectivism or constructionism.

Crotty argues that epistemological assumptions that grow out o f objectivism are that 

things exist as meaningful entities independently o f  consciousness and experience and that have 

truth and meaning residing in them as objects (hence ‘objectivism’) and that careful research can 

attain objective truth and meaning. Assumptions that accompany subjectivism include that certainty 

can be accorded to one’s knowledge and that what passes for knowledge is really no more than a 

matter of personal opinion. Constructionism refers to the belief that people effectively construct the 

meaning o f the reality around them. Educationalists such as Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky accept 

the constructivist nature of the world in which humans live. Social constructionists contend that 

cultures and societies consciously and unconsciously supply the cognitive tools with which 

individuals construct meaning. Therefore, knowledge and meanings have a social origin which are 

then internalized and concepts or practices in a particular context may seem obvious and natiaral, 

but are actually artefacts o f the cultural context. Individuals and groups participate in the creation 

o f their perceived social reality and this reality is ever evolving through social interactions. Social 

constructivists including Geertz,’*'̂  and Bruner’*̂  see interpretation as the method by which culture 

comes to be understood and meaning imposed because the observer is only aware o f what happens 

in a specific place at a specific time. The possibility o f numerous interpretive truths can be found in 

the writings o f French existential phenomenologists Jean-Paul Sartre and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 

both major influences on Freire.’*® Social constructionist Vygotsky was also an influence on

Louis Cohen, Lawrence Manion, and Keith Morrison, Research M ethods in Education, 5th 
ed. (London: Routledge, 2000), 6.
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Freire’s work7*’ Freire’s epistemological ideal is that o f a dialogical movement towards a subject- 

subject (leamer-teacher and teacher-leamer) dialogue which accepts the constructivist assumption 

that knowledge production and cultural change are not only constructed, but negotiated.

Freire diagnosed that any methodology, regardless o f its intentions, that treats the 

oppressed as objects to be analysed and (based on that analysis) then presents them with 

prescriptions for behaviour falls into one o f the myths o f  the oppressor ideology: the absolutising o f  

/gworawce.^^* A methodological position that allows for the creation o f meaning with the assistance 

o f others is the necessary response. This position is supported by educationalist Michael Fullan 

who emphasises that solutions to the problems o f change in education, no matter what the level, 

must come through the attendance to the phenomenology of others and the development o f shared 

meaning;

In order to achieve greater meaning for individuals, we must come to understand both 
the small and the big pictures. The small picture concerns the subjective meaning or 
lack o f meaning for individuals at all levels o f the educational system. Neglect of the 
phenomenology o f change - that is, how people actually experience change as distinct 
from how it might have been intended - is at the heart of the spectacular lack o f 
success o f most social refonns. It is also necessary to build and understand the big 
picture, because educational change after all is a sociopolitical process.

According to Crotty, “What constructionism claims is that meanings are constructed by human

beings as they engage with the world they are interpreting.

One final but significant distinction is relevant here, as Crotty makes a distinction, one 

that is not consistent across the literature, between constructivism  and constructionisms’̂  ̂ Crotty 

argues:

It would appear useful, then, to reserve the term constructivism  for epistemological 
considerations focusing exclusively on ‘the meaning-making activity o f the individual 
m ind’ and to use constructionism  where the focus includes ‘the collective generation 
[and transmission] o f meaning.

Therefore, the epistemological foundation for this study is best described as social construcdonist

or constructionism. It is argued that the term constructionism is the preferred terminology because

it accords with the critical and reflexive core o f  Freire’s work and that construcdvism tends to resist

Horton and others, 36.
Ibid., 133. (Italics in original.)
Fullan, The New Meaning o f Educational Change. 
Crotty, 43.

™'Ibid., 58.
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the critical spirit, w hile constructionism  fosters it7^^ In he critical spirit o f  Freire, constructionism

in this sense speaks o f  dialectically understanding the w orld  rather than “know ing” it.’^̂

5.4 Theoretical Perspective

A ccording to Crotty, the theoretical perspective is the philosophical stance lying behind a

m ethodology that provides a context for the process involved and is the basis for its logic and its

criteria. There have been two basic theoretical perspectives for research, positivism  and

interpretivism . Positivism  has been often associated w ith  research m ethods em ployed in the natural

sciences and in particular scientific research in the field  o f  m athem atics, physics and chem istry

which are dom inated by a need to quantify hypotheses using m athem atical form ulas in order to

predict and control natural phenom ena. This quantification is w idely believed necessary for the

validity and legitim acy o f  findings. The in terpretivist approach looks fo r  culturally derived  and

historically situated  interpretations o f  the l i f e - w o r l d Indeed, interpretivism  was conceived

largely as a foil to positivist attem pts to develop a natural science o f  the social world.

The positivist approach to research m ethodology assum es one-to-one correspondences

between phenom ena/social entities and their causes and that ultim ately, one can know, predict and

control, based on experim ent and o b s e r v a t io n .D ic k e n s  portrayed the positivist m indset in H ard

Times with the character o f  Thom as G radgrind. A ccord ing  to Gradgrind:

'NOW, w hat I w ant is. Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts alone 
are w anted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out everything else. You can only forni 
the m inds o f  reasoning anim als upon Facts: nothing else will ever be o f  any service to 
them. This is the principle on w hich I bring  up m y own children, and this is the 
principle on w hich I bring up these children. S tick  to Facts, sir!'^^^

Through G radgrind and the schoolm aster Mr. M ’C hoakum child  D ickens provides a caricature o f

the laissez fa ire  and dehum anising character o f  the school system  and the industrialised capitalism

o f  Britain in the nineteenth century. In the novel he explores the interm eshing o f  the m ethods with

the know ledge system as the discourse and rationality  o f  the factory, successful in one context,

becom es the legitim ate form  o f  m ethodology in another, the school. As a result, both school and

factory are designed to ensure uniform ity o f  thought and  control. G radgrind is:

Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann, Interviews : Learning the Craft o f  Qualitative 
Research Jnter\>iewing, 2nd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage Publications, 2009), 58.
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A man o f realities. A man o f facts and calculations. A man who proceeds upon the 
principle that two and two are four, and nothing over, and who is not to be talked into 
allowing for anything over... ready to weigh and measure any parcel o f human nature, 
and I tell you exactly what it comes to.^^'

“...to the little pitchers before him, who were to be filled so fiill o f facts.” Indeed, they were about

to have “imperial gallons o f facts poured into them until they were ftill to the brim.” This imagery

of nineteenth century mechanistic thought clearly aligns with Freire’s banking concept o f education

and the core o f his belief that practical errors have methodological roots. Freire writes:

Education cannot take place within the suffocating limit o f specialisation. Education 
can only take place when we go beyond the limits o f purely utilitarian knowledge. 
Educators who are mesmerised by the neoliberal pragmatic discourse are not 
educating in the full sense o f the concept. When these educators accept the notion that 
what is important is the acquisition o f facts without educational background to 
critically analyse these facts, they produce a type o f training that reduces students to 
narrow technical professionals. It is worth saying that an educational practice void of 
dreams, dissent, and pronouncements is neutral and accommodating.

The banking concept of education is a model o f education which regards men as “ ...adaptable,

manageable beings....” and the more completely they accept the passive role imposed on them, the

more they tend simply to adapt to the world as it is and to the fragmented view o f reality deposited

in them.” ’̂^

In recognition o f this quality o f human existence, and in contrast to the certainties of 

Gradgrinds and other rationalists and empiricists, the interpretivists o f  the nineteenth century 

developed in contradistinction to positivism and argued that the world and the mind must be 

understood in balance. Critics o f purely quantitative or positivistic research have argued for a 

century and a half that a ‘methodological monism’ excludes so much from its strictly empirical 

gaze that it ignores free will, emotions, spirit, subjective experience and inter-subjectivity. 

Instead they argue that human meaning must be context bound, and that in social science research 

the object being studied is not an inanimate object but the outcome o f human minds. By 

emphasising understanding and relationships, they argued that the separation o f the researcher from 

the object o f the research was unattainable. The positivist argument is that science is the superior 

method to achieve knowledge and that all science should adopt the same methods. Interpretivists 

argue that understanding relationships and knowledge about living acting social agents is

™’ Ibid., 8.
Freire, Letters to Cristina : Reflections on My Life and Work, 99-100.
Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 73.
Martyn Hammersley, The Politics o f  Social Research (London: Sage, 1995), 5.
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contextual. The problematic here is that each theoretical perspective can tend towards the 

absolutism o f its vision. Stebbins finds that such visions seek out confirmatory research 

approaches:

... a widespread tendency prevails in the social sciences to regard research problems 
of all kinds -  whether they require exploration or not -  through the prism of 
confirmatory research, the research approach in which the vast majority of social 
scientists are trained. Even if  they can accept the argument that, when little is known 
scientifically about a group, process, activity, or situation, it is better to explore and 
generate hypotheses than to test hypotheses derived from hunches or distant received 
theory, many o f them seem to have difficulty following the ramifications o f  this 
principle.*®'

One must accept the value o f an explorer such as Erikson who made explicit his desire to embrace 

and bridge the Cartesian dualism between the inner subject and the outer object o f inquiry.*®^ Freire 

too, was not an absolutist in this matter and rejected simplistic theoretical dualism: “Science and 

philosophy together provide the principles o f action for conscientization.”*®̂ A combination o f 

approaches can be employed with an exploratory perspective that is grounded in a vision o f praxis 

where life and work become the essence o f practitioner research.

If one accepts the findings in the literature review that culture, and by extension, the 

interpretivist theoretical perspective that human agents themselves are formed by the cultural 

practices in which they participate, it points to a phenomenological and hermeneutical foundation 

for this study. Furthennore, if the presence o f ideology in human affairs is taken as a fact o f life, 

and given the amount o f time spent pursuing and enforcing ideological beliefs and perspectives, it 

would seem to be, then the identification o f a critical hermeneutical perspective to the 

epistemological foundations o f this study is a significant addition to development o f the research 

methodology:

It is ontological on the level that our vocation as humans, the foundation o f our being, 
is grounded on the hermeneutical task o f interpreting the world so we can become 
more fully human. It is epistemological in the sense that critical hermeneutics offers us 
a method for investigating the conditions of our existence and the generative themes 
that shape it. In this context we gain the prowess to both live with a purpose and 
operate with the ability to perform evaluative acts in naming the culture around us.*°"*

Freire identifies a human need to become more fully human (humanisation) and that the driving

force o f this need is a critical and questioning curiosity. A critical hermeneutical perspective allows

Stebbins, 30.
Friedman, 234.
Dickens and Schlicke, 86.

***’'* Joe L. Kincheloe and Peter McLaren, "Rethinking Critical Theory and Qualitative 
Research" in Yvonna S. Lincoln and Norman K. Denzin, The Landscape o f  Qualitative 
Research : Theories and Issues, 2nd ed. (Thousand Oaks, Calif. ; London: Sage, 2003), 450.
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for a form o f distinction or differentiation from everyday reality. The ability to distance oneself 

from reality may, paradoxically, produce dialogical situations that become the potential basis for 

new forms o f emancipatory reflexivity that humanise. An interpretivist theoretical perspective 

argues that a positivist approach in and o f itself is deemed not to be congruent with what is research 

on the fluid and dynamic experiences o f school and education. Indeed, it is possible that by 

rejecting reflexivity in research, purely positivist researchers fail to recognise the complexity of 

their own p ra c t ic e .S te b b in s  suggests that a key feature of exploratory research is its detachment 

from prescribed research procedures based on traditional research theories and fixed methodologies 

and, as a result, the exploring researcher is required to maintain an open-mind and a high level of 

flexibility to creatively use methods available to him/her to generate theory from data.^°®

5.4.1 Research in Education 

In developing a methodology for research, the field in which the research takes places 

must be considered as a factor that will influence the choice o f methods. Research in education 

poses particular issues that make it quite difficult to conduct and get right. The lack of clarity and 

consistency o f the social science lexicon has led to a confusion o f languages and discourses, and

this is particularly true in education which lacks the conceptual cohesiveness o f  most fields as a

result o f being a collection o f contributions from many different traditions — educational history, 

educational sociology, mathematics education, science education, philosophy, as well as different 

languages o f providers, policy-makers, communities and students. As a result o f methodological 

confusion the summary o f the charges against educational research are extensive:

• It is o f low quality because it is too focused on practice at the expense o f theory.**®̂
• Dismissed as worthless and not deserving o f funding because o f its poor quality

research base and its disconnection from the common sense and practical world of 
education.

• It is of low quality because it is too “ivory tower” -  too theoretical at the expense of 
focusing on practice.

• There is no single ‘grand narrative’ o f education that secures its essence and 
guarantees permanence and shared understanding.*®^

• It is irrelevant because it suffers from “physics envy” and mimics the (inappropriate) 
methods o f the natural sciences.*'®

David Scott and Robin Usher, Researching Education : Data, Methods and Theory in 
Educational Enquiry, Institute o f  Education Series. (London: Cassell, 1998), 24.

Stebbins.
See: D.C. Phillips "Exploring the Multiple Purposes o f  Inquiry and Ke Stakeholders" an Introductory 

Essay in Conrad and Seri in.
*«Mbid., 9.

Seery, "Slavoj Zizek's Dialectics o f  Ideology and the Discourses o f Irish Education."
D.C. Philips, “Introductory Essay”, Conrad and Berlin.
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• There has been a lot o f bad research, and that educational research often restates 
philosophical positions that have been rehearsed since Plato and embrace with 
enthusiasm and uncritically the latest ‘ism ’.*‘*

• It needs greater external control so it is made to serve the purposes and answer the 
questions o f the non-research community o f politicians, administrators and 
teachers.*'^

In spite o f these criticisms, Fullan is explicit about the importance o f linking individual 

phenomenological understandings in the educational process to broader social and political 

change.^'^ Sergiovanni describes the importance o f “reculturing schools”, a process which is both 

“complex and difficuh” because it demands change from students, parents, teachers and the wider 

community. To change schools means not accepting culture as it is, but means creating new 

cultures:

Changing a culture requires that people, both individually and collectively, move from 
something familiar and important into an empty space. And then, once they are in this 
empty space, they are obliged to build a new set o f  meanings and norms and a new 
cultural order to fill up the space.

These insights into educational change are line with the Freirean notion o f co-creating culture. If,

education exists to give people access to cultures outside their own, leading educationalists and

researchers like Sergiovanni and Fullan suggest a methodology that seeks to understand the

experience o f others with an aim to changing culture and developing new meanings through

dialogue. If  one understands the world as given, but also actively constituted by reflection and

action, one may be presented with possibilities o f individual and collective self-understanding,

phenomenological and reflective praxis.*'^ Creating culture suggests the importance o f an

ethnographic and phenomenological approach to change in education that addresses essential

questions about how to improve dialogue concerning the truer aims o f education. An exploratory

practitioner research project recognises that variables in educational research are not always easy

to isolate and that educational contexts where activities contain factors that interact and are

interdependent are difficult, but not entirely impossible, to quantify.^'^ Exploratory research is

grounded in the researchers position or knowledge in relation to a specific phenomenon, process or

Pring.

*'2 Ibid., 4.

Fullan, The N ew  M eaning o f  E ducational Change, 8.

Thomas J. Sergiovanni, The L ifew orld  o f  L eadership : C reating Culture, Community, and  
Personal M eaning in O ur Schools, Jossey-Bass Education Series. (San Francisco, CA.: Jossey- 
Bass, 2000), 148.

Van Manen, Preface to the 1997 Edition.

Campbell, McNamara, and Gilroy, 83. See also Stebbins.
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group o f people. It can be phenomenological and ethnographic, it can take the role o f science and

try to give laws covering many cases; or it may take its view fonn the humanities which lies chiefly

in saying something significant about particular cases. It may also be a combination o f the two.*'^

5.5 Research Methodology: Theory in Practice and Practice Grounded in Theory

Whoever teaches learns in the act o f teaching, and whoever learns teaches in the act o f 
learning.*'*

- Paulo Freire.

The purpose o f this study thus far has been to locate this study historically, socially, 

theoretically and epistemologically. The aim o f this section is to lay out the methodology by which 

data was elicited from young people who have experience o f a school and the education system as 

it is manifest in that location. More details on the school in question is supplied in the following 

chapter.

A methodology is a general approach to researching a topic that establishes the overall 

strategy or plan o f action for how one will go about studying the phenomenon at issue, how one 

will one gain knowledge o f the world. Methodologies for conducting social research include 

ethnography, survey research or phenomenological research. Methodologies may not be true or 

false, but rather, more or less useful for the task at hand. Silverman argues that no method of 

research is intrinsically better than any other and that methods should be a researcher’s servant 

rather than r u l e r . T h e  aim for this study is to understand the experience o f young people as 

viewed their by them and to develop a dialogical and existentially grounded practice from eliciting 

and integrating this knowledge. This will involve seeing things from the perspective o f participants 

by viewing understandings against backdrop o f their worldview or culture. This approach this tends 

to be associated with the ethnographic methodology.*^® For this study an interpretivist theoretical 

perspective focuses its energies on the experiences o f participants within their local, regional and 

national culture(s).*^' The intention has been to ground the inquiry in the understandings o f social 

actors as well as in the social structural contexts o f  action.*^^ However, this research also seeks a

See: Stebbins, ibid., 12.
Freire, Pedagogy o f Freedom : Ethics, Democracy, and Civic Courage, 31.
David Silverman, Doing Qualitative Research : A Practical Handbook, 2nd ed. (London: 

SAGE, 2005), 10.
Crotty, 7.

*2' David Silverman, Interpreting Qualitative Data : Methods for Analyzing Talk, Text and 
Interaction, 3rd ed. (London: SAGE, 2006).

Morrow and Torres, 15.
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view o f the direct experience o f an individual as tiiey understand it and inquiry with this aim is

associa ted  w ith a phenom enological position  that questions assum ptions and tac it

understandings.*-^ Van Manen argues that in some sense all phenomenology is oriented to the

practice o f living and o f how to act in everyday situations and relations as a “phenomenology o f

practice” and that it is these formative relations that have a pedagogical consequence for

professional and everyday practical life:

Phenomenological reflection —  reading and writing o f phenomenological texts —  can 
contribute to the fonnative dimensions of a phenomenology o f practice. By varying 
the prefixes o f the derivatives o f  “the formative,” the various fonnative relations may 
become manifest. Phenomenology fom iatively informs, reforms, transfonns, 
performs, and perfonns the relation between being and practice.

Phenomenology is a project o f reflection on the lived experience o f human existence, but it 

is also a project that is driven by fascination: being swept up in a spell o f wonder, a fascination 

with meaning.*-^ This is the rationale for implementing a phenomenological research methodology. 

Through the reflective methods o f writing, the aim is not to create technical intellectual tools or 

prescriptive models for what to do or how to do something, but rather to develop a phenomenology 

o f practice which aims to open up possibilities for creating fonnative relations between being and 

acting. Exploratory researchers recognise that the most authoritative statement about validity and 

reliability can only be made down the road in the wake o f several open-ended investigations.

In adopting such a methodological orientation, it seems most appropriate to adopt an 

interpretive research methodology, an approach that assumes that humans are constructed as social 

beings through their practices and cultural nonns. An approach that most readily matches this 

cultural study is ethnography which typically involves a study o f a culture using formal and 

informal data collection methods drawing heavily on the interpretations, beliefs, values, reflections, 

intentions and arguments o f those studied. The cultural foundation for much o f this study would 

also suggest at least an awareness o f an ethnographic approach to research which prioritises the 

origin and social nature o f human practices. This is a distinguished tradition in educational research 

and since the early days of its application, classical ethnographic research has proved remarkably 

popular and successful in developing an understanding o f social and cultural processes in

Van Manen.
Max Van Manen, "Phenomenology o f Practice," Phenomenology & Practice Volume 1, no. No. 1 (2007), 
Ibid.
Stebbins, 26.
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educational s e t t i n g s . T h e  w ork o f  Hargreaves,*^* Ball,*^® McLaren*^® and Willis*^' have 

contributed to the understanding o f  schools as com plex sites o f  political and social differentiation, 

polarisation, reproduction and struggle. C arr argues that an ethnographic way o f  thinking is now 

firm ly em bedded in a variety o f  academ ic disciplines that include: anthropology,*^^ literary

t h e o r y , a n d  the philosophy and history o f  science.*^'* The term  ethnography refers to social

research that has m ost o f  the follow ing features:

• People's actions are studied in everyday contexts, rather than under experim ental 
conditions created by the researcher. Research takes place ‘in the fie ld’.

• Data are gathered from  a range o f  sources, but observation and/or relatively infonnal 
conversations are usually the m ain ones.

• The approach to data collection is ‘unstructured’ in tw o senses, in that it does not 
involve follow ing through a detailed plan specified from  the start; the categories
used for interpreting w hat people say and do are not pre-given or fixed, but are
generated out o f  data collection process.

• The focus is usually a single setting or group, o f  relatively small scale. This is to 
facilitate in-depth study.

• The analysis o f  the data involves interpretation o f  the m eanings and functions o f  
hum an actions and institutional practices, m ainly takes the form  o f  verbal 
descriptions and explanations, w ith quantification and statistical analysis playing a 
subordinate role at most. The em phasis is on the consequences o f  hum an actions and 
institutional practices, and how  these are im plicated in local, and perhaps w ider 
contexts.

As a set o f  methods, ethnography is not far rem oved from  the sort o f  approach that is em ployed in 

the early work o f  Freire and the cultural circles in w hich his theory originally developed, and with 

E rikson’s early ethnographic w ork that stressed the cultural context o f  child-care practices and 

adult developm ent. Research w ith an ethnographic m ethodology takes an open-ended approach and

Bob Jeffrey and Geoff Troman, "Time for Ethnography," British Educational Research Journal 30, no. 4 
(2004).
*2* David H. Hargreaves, Social Relations in a Secondaiy School, Intemational Library of Sociology and 
Social Reconstruction (Routledge& K.Paul; Humanities P, 1967).

Stephen Ball, Beachside Comprehensive : A Case-Study o f  Secondary’ Schooling (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1981). Stephen Ball, Class Strategies and the Education M arket: The Middle Classes and 
Social Advantage (London: RoutledgeFaimer, 2003).
830 Peter McLaren, Life in Schools : An Introduction to Critical Pedagogy in the Foundations o f  Education, 
5th ed. (Boston, M ass.; London: Pearson Education, 2007).
831 Willis.
832 Geertz.
833 Terry Eagleton, After Theory (London: Allen Lane, 2003).
83'' Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure o f  Scientific Revolutions, 3rd ed. (Chicago, 111. ; London:
University of Chicago Press, 1996).
835 Martyn Hammersley and Paul Atkinson, Ethnography : Principles in Practice, 3rd ed.
(London: Routledge, 2007), 3.
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normally begins from an interest in some particular area o f social life. As Hammersley and 

Atkinson explain it;

We see the term as referring primarily to a particular method or set o f methods. In its 
most characteristic form it involves the ethnographer participating, overtly or covertly, 
in people’s daily lives for an extended period o f time, watching what happens, 
listening to what is said, asking questions— in fact, collecting whatever data are 
available to throw light on the issues that are the focus of the research.*^®

Ethnographic research is based on the range o f philosophical arguments that collectively show how

any idea is always interpretively situated within, and constrained by, the particular discourses

learned and acquired in becoming a participant in a historical culture. However, if  the term

ethnography is reserved for an anthropologically oriented method based on close contact with

everyday life o f the studied society or group over a long period o f time and by addressing cultural

issues such as shared meanings and symbols,*^’ this study does not meet the criteria.**^*

Ethnographic studies generally imply the charting o f quite extensive sections o f local societies or

groups and cultural or conceptual phenomena such as ideas, or ways o f thinking, symbols or

meanings are frequently emphasised. The researcher is generally an outsider and must have an

open mind vis-a-vis the object o f the study and is interested in studying the social or cultural scene

from the insider’s perspective. So while there are characteristics of ethnographic research in this

study, to term it ethnographic would be a misnomer While I, as practitioner, am an outsider to the

lives o f the young people participating in the study, there is also a long working relationship that

makes this researcher an insider-outsider

5.1.5 Studying Your Own School

In a case study:

If  one assumes that research, like other learning processes, can be described by the 
model for human learning, then it becomes clear that the most advanced form o f 
understanding is achieved when researchers place themselves within the context being 
studied. Only in this way can researchers understand the viewpoints and the behaviour 
which characterise social actors.

Action research is simply a form o f self-reflective inquiry undertaken by participants in

social situations in order to improve the rationality and justice o f their own practices, their

» 3 6 i b i d . ,  1.
Mats Alvesson and Kaj Skoldberg, Reflexive Methodology : New Vistas fo r  Qualitative Research (London: 

Sage, 2000), 85.
Clifford Geertz, Works and Lives : The Anthropologist as Author (Cambridge: Polity, 1988).quoted in 

Alvesson and Skoldberg; ibid.
Bent Flyvbjerg, Making Social Science Matter : Why Social Inquiry Fails and How It Can 

Succeed Again (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 83.
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understanding o f these practices, and the situations in which the practices are carried out.**‘̂ ° In the 

field o f education, the term action research connotes “insider” research done by practitioners using 

their own site (class room, institution, school district, community) as the focus o f their study. It is a 

reflective process but is different from isolated, spontaneous reflection in that it is deliberately and 

systematically undertaken and generally requires that some form o f evidence be presented to 

support assertions.^'*' The aim o f action research in educational contexts is to assist teachers and 

others to avoid responding unthinkingly to pressures to adapt to the school and its working 

practices. Action researchers enquire into their own practice and researchers are also their own 

subjects or informants. When a practitioner thinks about life and work, this may involve asking, 

why are things done in a particular way? Why do things happen the way they do? Why are 

particular judgments or distinctions made? Action research is, at heart, a systematic investigation 

into one’s own behaviour and the reasons for that behaviour. Importantly, it must be considered that 

if  such reflection and action research becomes mandated, it can become contrived as it becomes 

implemented without substance. This study, while grounded in classroom and teaching practice 

and school relations is not an action research project.

By accepting the values inherent in a critical approach to leaching, learning and research, 

one must also accept the corollary that this implies, that o f  abandoning the unquestioned position of 

the detached observer stance o f the natural science research. Consequently, practitioner researchers 

are called on to reflect carefully and critically on their work and explore the implications o f their 

role in knowledge production. Furthermore, one must consider that research is value-laden and 

although the hope is that it will improve practice, what constitutes improvement is sometimes not 

self-evident. This is particularly problematic in a field such as education, where there is a lack of 

consensus on basic educational aims that reflect a society characterised by conflicting values and 

an unequal distribution o f resources and power. Again the Freirean notion that education is political 

is supported by the practice o f critically studying one’s own practice. It is political in the obvious 

sense that asking critical questions about one’s practice, classroom, and school can offend the 

status quo. But it is also political in the sense that practitioners creating knowledge about their own

840 Wilfred Carr, Stephen Kemmis, and MyiLibrary., Becoming Critical Education, Knowledge, 
and Action Research (London ; Philadelphia: Falmer Press, 1986), 162.

Gary L. Anderson, Kathryn Herr, and Ann Sigrid Nihlen, Studying Your Own School: An 
Educator's Guide to Practitioner Action Research, 2nd ed. (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Corwin ;
SAGE [distributor], 2007), 2.

Ibid., xvii.
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practice challenge those who view practitioners as passive recipients o f knowledge created in 

universities.*"'^

In teacher inquiry, the notion o f creating a new culture is attractive to all who wish to

understand more about teaching and learning and who wish to harness research to improve policy

and practice. However, there are tensions in action research arising from the relationship between

theory and practice for teachers who value their ‘craft knowledge’ above the theories underpinning

teaching practices.**''"  ̂ Stebbins, however, argues that exploratory research aims at theory generation

from data and, therefore, this type o f research can be understood as both a process and a goal that

are supported by the tools and methods provided by qualitative research. According to Stebbins,

social science exploration is a broad-ranging, purposive, systematic, prearranged undertaking

designed to maximise the discovery o f generalisations leading to description and understanding of

an area o f social or psychological life. Such exploration is a distinctive way o f conducting science -

a scientific process - a special methodological approach that includes the pervasive personal

orientation o f the explorer.**"*  ̂ The decision to carry out an exploratory study originates in my

recognition that one may at the same time have extensive knowledge o f a practice or social

situation at the same time as having little or no knowledge about a specific phenomenon, process,

or group o f people. This attitude allows a critical and problematising approach that interrogates

unquestioned assumptions and tacitly arrived at practice that can call on knowledge that is founded

upon reflection-in-action as one has arrived at knowledge through professional practice.*”*® A

reflexive research project based on an exploration:

...with its open character and emphasis on flexibility, pragmatism, and the particular, 
biographically specific interests o f an investigator, is arguably a more inviting and 
indeed accurate way o f representing social research than treating it as a narrowing, 
quasi rule-bound and discipline-based process that settles and confirms rather than 
unsettles and questions what one knows.

I find that the emphasis on questioning and knowledge creation in exploratory research lends itself

to creating culture and humanisation and provides an architecture for social action in the

educational field: a continual, systematic reflection on action within an ethical base. Paulo Freire’s

*«Ib id ., 5.

See discussion in Campbell, McNamara, and Gilroy, 25.

Stebbins, 3.

Schon.

See: "Series Editor's Introduction" by John Van Maanen, Peter K. Manning and Marc L. Miller in 
Stebbins, v.
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work is easily integrated with methodologies such as exploratory research as advocated by Stebbins

as its detachment from prescribed research procedures based on traditional research theories and

fixed methodologies encourages the researcher to maintain an open-mind and a high level o f

flexibility to creatively use any methods available. This position is supported by those who argue

that practitioner research is about making problematic one’s own practice by questioning taken-for-

granted assumptions and asking, can improvements in practice be made? This is an ongoing

process that is more than mere problem solving or troubleshooting, but a way o f life and is part of

the ongoing dialogue and dialectic between theory and practice that resonates and finds congruence

with the Freirean key concepts generated for this study. According to Stebbins:

So exploration will always be the home for the intellectual adventurer, the academic 
Columbuses o f the day, who suspect the existence o f something outside conventional 
wisdom and thought that is worthy o f systematic examination.*"**

Freire speaks o f the transfer o f  power as real transformation, the radical transfonuation of

culture, because it means not changing the hierarchy o f power and oppression, but the reinvention

o f it: “Because through work and by working I change the world.”*"*® Exploratory research has the

potential for empowerment and the inclusion o f a greater diversity o f voices in the classroom,

educational policy and social change. It allows for the voices o f those who work closest to the

classroom, not only teachers but other staff, students and the people who live in the school’s

community to be heard. Stebbins emphasises the importance o f the process o f concatenated

exploration. That is, a series o f field studies linked together over a period o f time in a chain leading

to cumulative grounded or inductively generated theory. According to Stebbins:

One distinct advantage o f concatenated exploration is that it serves to refute the charge 
that qualitative research consists chiefly o f ungeneralisable case studies.

This type o f research capitalises on the cumulative expertise if  those who do it and it lends itself to

collaborative research and team research.*^' It is considered part o f a larger social movement that

challenges dominant research paradigms and development approaches that emphasise an outside-

in, top-down approach to educational change. I argue that an exploratory practitioner

methodological, theoretical and epistemological approach not only seeks to understand the world,

but to explain it.

s't^ibid., 61.

Quoted in: Freire, The P olitics o f  Education : Culture, Power, an d  L iberation, 15.

Stebbins, 15.

*51 Ibid., 15-17.
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To reiterate, developing a phenomenology o f practice that operates in the space o f the

formative relations between being and becoming, between thinking and acting can be

transfomiative. Freire emphasised the role o f practice in research and this study is an attempt to

carry out research informed by this perspective. The aim is to investigate the social realities within

the school and to employ a methodological framework based on Freirean conceptualisations to

begin to make explicit what may have been tacitly assumed. For example, as this study developed,

reflection on action, self-critique and dialogue with others and with the literature developed

insights and new formulations, demonstrating the iterative process identified by Freire:

Once again, there is no such thing as teaching without research and research without 
teaching. One inhabits the body o f the other. As I teach, 1 continue to search and 
research. I teach because I search, because I question, and because I submit m yself to 
questioning. I research because I notice things, take cognisance o f them. And in so 
doing, I intervene. And intervening, I educate and educate m yself 1 do research so as 
to know what I do not yet know and to communicate and proclaim what I discover.

This process requires a personal involvement o f the practitioner in a reflexive exploration of

practice because research in any field begins with curiosity. However, method can kill curiosity by

subjecting it to a formula that does not recognise that as a social process, all research involves a

great deal o f  guesswork, fumbling about, looking around, following rather loosely formulated

hunches, filling in empty spaces and, generally, figuring out ways to usefully categorise and

explain what it is that one has learned.

The analogy o f flight instructions before take-off come to mind. Before departure flight 

attendants remind passengers to attend to their own masks before attempting to help others. By 

attending to one’s mask as researcher or practitioner with an interest in the research itself, but also 

in the reception and legitimation o f the research, o f  the investment o f time and finance, one 

cultivates a critical awareness o f the fields within which one is operating before entering into the 

methods o f data collection. The exploratory practitioner research model has the potential to engage 

teachers in the creation o f knowledge, rather than in reproducing or banking knowledge.

The ethnographic awareness and phenomenological methodology o f the study point to 

particular methods for data collection in practice and the Freirean approach to methodology 

presents a roadmap and set o f tools to employ in the construction o f the research. Freire offers a 

path to the appreciation o f the interplay between theory and practice, self and other that forms the 

backbone o f his works. The title o f one o f Paulo Freire’s books (collaboratively and dialogically

John Van Maanen, Peter Manning and Marc M iller in ibid., v.
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written with Myles Horton) We Make the Road by Walking, illustrates the collaborative nature of

Freirean pedagogy. It reminds one to keep in mind that what is nonnegotiable in Freire’s theory is

the participation o f the oppressed in directing cultural formation.

5.6 Interviews: Designing, Interviewing, Transcribing and Analysing

The aim o f the empirical element o f this study is to investigate the phenomenological

understandings o f the students who have attended the school and the ways in which they view their

experiences in relation to the major concerns o f the guidance counsellor (educational, personal,

social, careers). Crotty states that methods are the techniques or procedures used to gather and

analyse data related to some research question o f hypothesis.*^'' He believes that it is at this level of

designing the research project that one must distinguish between qualitative and quantitative

research, not at the level o f epistemology, theoretical perspective, despite what many research

textbooks state.*^^ Qualitative research is infused with influences o f humanistic psychology, social

psychology and sociology.*^® A generic definition o f qualitative research is:

“ ... a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists o f a set of 
interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. The practices transfomi the 
world into a series o f representations, including field notes, interviews, conversations, 
photographs, recordings, and memos to self At this level, qualitative research involves 
an interpretive naturalistic approach to the world. This means qualitative researchers 
study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, 
phenomena in terms o f the meanings people bring to them.*^^^

A survey was considered as a method o f data collection for this study with the aim of

developing a questionnaire to elicit from pupils o f the school their personal experience o f their

education and their own perspectives on what interventions, what supports, what external or

internal factors helped or hindered their learning and education. The benefit o f questionnaire or

survey type research is that it allows information to be gathered quickly, easily and can be

relatively straightforward to analyse.*^* However, these advantages are counterbalanced by the

disadvantages o f the time needed to develop, pilot and refine the questionnaire, as well as the data

being limited and unsophisticated.*^^ The decision against employing such a method o f data

Denzin and Lincoln, 156.
Crotty, 3.

*55 Ibid., 14-15.
Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 20-24.
Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, Strategies o f Qualitative Inquiry (Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage, 2003), 4-5.
*5** Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 247-248.
*59 Ibid., 248.
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collection  derives from  the conclusion  that it m ay inhibit som e o f  the students and that the 

questionnaire itse lf  m ay not be the m ost accessib le to all students due to its text based em phasis on 

literacy. H ow ever, the m ost con clusive factor w as that it w as not am enable to the type o f  dialogue  

that the fram ework o f  this study suggests is essential. The primary aim  o f  this study is to research  

the adolescent experience o f  a particular school in a particular com m unity, regarding perceptions 

and understandings about adolescence to inform and respond b y  d eveloping practice that is 

reflex ive and hum anising. Issues o f  identity, generativity and acculturation are them atic factors that 

have been  generated by the literature review, therefore, it has been detennined  that d ialogue is a 

m ethodological sin e qua non  for this study. R ecent findings in R esearch  on The P ra c tic e  o f  

C ou nselling  by G uidance C ou nsellors in Ireland,^^^ added w eight to the decision  to hear the 

student vo ice  in the research process. The study found that, “virtually all o f  the inform ation on the 

challenges facing young peop le considered ...com es from  self-report questionnaires” and that 

schools frequently m ay not have an accurate or com plete picture o f  the lives o f  their students either 

at the individual or co llective  level.*®'

A s a dialogical m ethod, interview ing w as em ployed  as the primary data co llection  

technique because it is a flex ib le w ay o f  gathering data that is detailed and personal. The 

interviewer is able to check  on understanding o f  what is being said and this accords w ith the 

phenom enological and h em en eu tica l ep istem ology  o f  the study. Furthem iore, g iven  the 

com p lexity  o f  the subject, and the v iew  o f  identity as subjective, co-created, and contextual, the 

interview  process is an attempt to understand the world from  the participant's**®^ point o f  view . This 

is also congruent with the phenom enological-existential reading o f  Erikson’s work.*®^ The inter- 

subjective interview  is in the tradition o f  the phenom enological approach w hich originated in the 

philosophy o f  Edmund Husserl.^®"* The aim o f  p henom enology is to ask the question, “W hat is this 

experience like?” in order to illum inate and explain phenom ena:

860 Hayes and others.

Ibid.
The use o f the term “participant” or “agent” rather than subject. It is in line with the idea o f  creating 

culture, o f  involving individuals in dialogue that will lead to action that may change their community, to help 
improve the lives o f  others in some way, o f creating a new ‘culture’ ideologically or dialectically - the 
intention o f  this study.

Richard T. Knowles, Human Development and Human Possibility : Erikson in the Light o f  Heidegger 
(Lanham, MD; University Press o f  America, 1986). See discussion in Chapter 5: E.M. DeRobertis, 
Humanizing Child Developmental Theory: A Holistic Approach (iUniverse, Inc., 2008).
*64 Gary Anderson and Nancy Arsenault, Fundamentals o f  Educational Research, 2nd ed.
(London: Falmer, 1998), 122.
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It is also inter-subjective, w hich m eans the researcher m ust develop a dialogic 
relationship w ith the phenom enon to validate w hat is being described. There is no 
hidden political agenda nor any attem pt to persuade the reader tow ards one belief or 
another. It is purely an attem pt to represent the experiences o f  the observed accurately. 
Phenom enological research also relies on retrospective reflection - thinking about the 
experience and w hat it m eans, after the fact.*®^

The desire to question assum ptions and challenge tacit know ledge was a m otivating factor in

deciding to undertake a series o f  interview s with young people. G iven the Freirean grounding o f

the study, it was essential to have a shared dialogue as a m ethod for understanding and generating

narrative data and producing know ledge. Research w ith the participants becom es an act o f  culture

creation and not an instrum ental or technical transm ission o f  specialised data and in both fonn  and

content, the process becom es a potential catalyst for critical consciousness o f  both student and

researcher/teacher. Freire advocates the process o f  the teacher learning from  students, particularly

w here the living conditions and m aterial circum stances are different:

There is no doubt in my m ind that the m aterial conditions under w hich the students 
live give them  the w herew ithal to com prehend their own environm ent as well as the 
capacity to learn and confront challenges. But, as a teacher, I m ust open m yself to the 
world o f  these students w ith w hom  I share m y pedagogical adventure. I m ust becom e 
acquainted with their way o f  being in the world, if  not becom e intim ately acquainted, 
then at least becom e less o f  a stranger to it.^®^

The decision to explore the research questions by interview ing young people about their

experiences is directly related to the developm ent o f  professional practice and developing a culture

o f  critical discourse grounded in Freirean ideals. Interview  m ethods were also an obvious, though

considered, decision given m y role as a guidance counsellor and the natural affinity and fam iliarity

w ith interview ing that this position entails. The trained counsellor or therapist has a distinct

advantage in the interview  due to training and experience because learning to becom e an

interview er takes place through interviewing.*^’ Therefore, the act o f  research is itse lf another good

exam ple o f  praxis, as the craft o f  interview ing young people is developed by interview ing young

people.

The m eeting o f  tw o people in qualitative research interviews can vary from journalistic  

type interviews to a therapeutic process o f  instigating change in peop le’s lives.*^* Interview s and 

dialogues are fam iliar to m any through exposure to m ass m edia, for exam ple, where a pervasive

Ibid.
866 pj-eire^ Pedagogy o f  Freedom : Ethics, Democracy, and Civic Courage, 122.

Kvale and Brinkmann, 89.
»6«Ibid., 2.
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interview culture makes the private public and interviews provide a “via regia” to consum ers’

experiences and desires and the subsequent manipulation o f their b e h a v i o u r . I t  must be noted

here that to term interviews in the research process as “dialogues” would be a misnomer, as it gives

an appearance o f mutual interests in a conversation, but is in fact something which takes place for

the benefit o f one actor, the interviewer. Some research, by adding embellishing words such as

“authentic” , “real”, “genuine”, “egalitarian” and “trusting”, gives the impression o f partners in a

close, mutually beneficial personal relationship. However, the egalitarian conception o f research

interviews as caring dialogues masks a power asymmetry in a hierarchical research relationship.

Kvale and Brinkmann emphasise the presence o f unequal power relations hidden by the

terminology “interview dialogue”, which disguises the fact that it is the interviewer who initiates

and terminates the interview, poses the questions and usually retains a monopoly o f

interpretation.*™ With the close personal interaction and the powerful knowledge produced by

interviews, ethics becomes as important as methodology in interview research.*^'

Aside from sensitivity to the unequal power relations that are a function o f the research

interview, there are other facets o f the interview relationship to be conscious of. Freire’s work is

founded on pedagogical dialogue and the ‘in-betweens’. Phenomenological research is the study of

lived experience and aims at gaining a deeper understanding o f the nature or meaning o f our

everyday experiences and in the in-betweens o f relations. Phenomenology asks, “What is this or

that kind o f experience like?”. Van Manen states:

Regardless o f the teacher’s intention, the pedagogically important questions are 
always: What is this situation or action like for the child? What is good and what is 
not good for this child? Similarly, pedagogy does not reside in certain observable 
behaviours or actions. If  it did, then all we would need to do would be to copy those 
relevant actions or observable behaviours.

By recognising and accounting for the unequal power relationships involved in the research

interview process, by avoiding purely technical dialogue, and attempting to engage in

phenomenologically important questions it is intended that the interviews elicit data on what

experiences were like for the interviewee, but also that the interview itself becomes a process of

culture creation.

Ibid.
«™Ibid., 231.

Steinar Kvale, "Dominance through Interviews and Dialogues," Qualitative Inquiiy 12, no.
3 (2006).

Van Manen, Researching Lived Experience : Human Science for an Action Sensitive Pedagogy, 145.
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The intent behind the research is to develop a better understanding o f the dynamics 

involved with students from the local community and from further afield who have attended the 

school. Data is collected with the aim o f improving dialogue in practice, to achieve the potential for 

a more authentic, real and genuine dialogue in the future. The relationship is not just between the 

participant and interviewer, but a wider cultural and social relationship develops as vistas that were 

previously closed or ignored seek a wider connection. However, a research interview o f this type, 

no matter the ultimate intention and regardless o f the ethical and empathetic manner in which it is 

conducted, will retain some aspects o f the instrumental or technical rather than being a true 

dialogue. Accordingly, Kvale finds that data gathering can achieve genuine dialogue: “an interview 

is literally an inter view, an interchange o f views between two persons conversing about a theme of 

mutual interest. He argues that in a qualitative research interview, the researcher attempts to 

understand the world from the subjects' point o f view, to unfold meaning o f peoples’ experiences 

and recapitulate the themes that have recurred over the literature reviews and that these aims are 

central to the development of the interview method for this study. The entire research process is 

involved in the ‘inter-view’ between the participant and researcher

There are some drawbacks to this type o f data collection, one of the principle ones being 

the amount o f time involved in setting up the interview, conducting the session, transcribing the 

recording and then analysing that data. Also, trust is a crucial factor as the quality o f information 

collected depends on the level o f rapport between interviewer and interviewee and the resultant 

lack o f cooperation by participants if  they are unwilling or otherwise uncomfortable.*^^ However, a 

qualitative research interview meets the criteria o f the researcher for whom the intent is to 

understand the world of another in and on their own terms. The interview is a form o f knowledge 

production and humanisation as identified by Freire. Finally, one accepts that there are clear 

relational, power and other contingent factors that can prevent the interview from becoming “true 

dialogue.”

Kvale and Brinkmann, Interviews : Learning the Craft o f Qualitative Research Interviewing, 1-2. 
John McLeod, Doing Counselling Research, 2nd ed. (London: Sage Publications, 2003), 74.
C. Marshall and G.B. Rossman, Designing Qualitative Research (SAGE, 2010), 145.
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5.6.1 Type of Interview: Semi-Structured Interviews

Listening is an activity that obviously goes beyond mere hearing. To listen ...is a 
pennanent attitude on the part o f the subject who is listening, o f being open to the 
word of the other, to the gesture o f the other, to the differences o f the other. This does 
not mean, o f course, that listening be reduced to the other, the speaker. This would not 
be listening. It would be self-annihilation.*’^

Open-endedness is an important aspect o f this research as it is intended that the voice o f

the student and the community be central to this study. Open-ended questions respect how the

responses are framed and structured, but permit spontaneous and unfettered reactions as the

researcher explores a few general topics to help uncover participant views.*’’ To achieve this open-

endedness semi-structured interviews were employed for the collection o f data. In an interview, the

terni semi-structured means that the interviewer sets up a general structure of what ground is to be

covered and what questions are to be answered in advance, leaving the detailed structure to be

worked out in the interview itself*’* The semi-structured interview implies an in-depth exchange

with a human subject:

The use o f the interview in research marks a move away from seeing subjects as 
simply manipulable and data as somehow external to individuals and towards 
regarding knowledge as generated between humans, often through conversations.*’®

The decision to undertake semi-structured interviews is a consequence of a number o f factors that

correlate with the Freirean generative themes and by engaging in dialogue to develop a practice

that is theoretically and existentially grounded in the experience of the student whose reality is

viewed as personal and unique, but also that is socially and culturally constructed and permeable to

influence and change.

The aim o f a semi-structured interview is to employ techniques that build rapport, trust and 

openness which will enable participants to express their feelings and understanding as best they 

can. This interview method recognises that absolute facts and truths are not worth having if  one 

doesn’t account for how individuals interpret or respond to the facts and truths as they see them. 

The failure to enter into such an interview in an open way has the potential to lead to 

misrecognition or misunderstanding. As Kvale and Brinkmann point out, in interviews data is not

Freire, Pedagogy o f  Freedom : Ethics, Democracy, and Civic Courage, 107.
Marshall and Rossman, 144.

Eric Drever and Scottish Council for Research in Education., Using Semi-Structured 
Interviews in Small-Scale Research : A Teacher's Guide, Practitioner Minipaper ; 15. 
(Glasgow: Scottish Council for Research in Education, 1995), 1.

Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 267.
239



collected, it is c o -a u th o re d .F re ire  has argued that dialogue is the key element in an emancipatory 

strategy that liberates rather than imprisons individuals in instrumental or manipulative 

relationships and in the emancipatory research process, power is unmasked and engaged through 

solidarity as a researched-researcher team.*^' The personal experience o f participants is best 

explored through a semi-structured interview which is characterised by the following:

• It is a fornial encounter on an agreed subject, and ‘on the record’;
• The main questions set by the interviewer create the overall structure;
• Prompts and probes fill in the structure: prompts by encouraging broad coverage, 

probes by exploring answers in depth;
• There can be a mixture o f closed and open questions;
• The interviewer has a fair degree o f freedom: what to talk about, how much to say, 

how to express it;
• The interviewer can assert control when necessary.

The aim o f the interviews for this study is to test the themes and concepts arising from the 

literature review with the data elicited from interviews. The use o f semi-structured interviews 

allowed me to collect data while employing a method which was ethically sound and appropriate in 

the context o f the study.

5.6.2 Interview Structure and Sample Procedure

The people who come to see us bring us their stories. They hope they tell them well 
enough so that we understand the truth of their lives. They hope we know how to 
interpret their stories correctly. We have to remember that what we hear is their story.

- Robert Coles, The Call ofStories^^^

The sample group for this study are selected from a cohort o f past pupils o f a particular 

school in a particular community in Dublin. There are a number o f complicating factors in 

researching one’s own s c h o o l . O n e  o f the main considerations for this study was the 

interviewer’s position as guidance counsellor and teacher. It was determined that interviewing 

current pupils for this study was best avoided after taking into consideration the trust issues 

involved in the student-counsellor relationship, including the confidentiality and anonymity it 

requires, the perception and practice o f power and influence and the potential challenges involved 

in obtaining informed consent. The question o f consent was particularly fraught, with questions

880 Kvale and Brinkmann, Interviews : Learning the Craft o f  Qualitative Research Interviewing, 192.
Clifford G. Christians, "Ethels and Politics in Qualitaitive Research" in Lincoln and Denzin,

233.
**2 Drever and Scottish Council for Research in Education., 13.

Robert Coles, The Call o f  Stories : Teaching and the Moral Imagination (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1989).

Anderson, Herr, and Nihlen, Studying Your Own School : An Educator's Guide to 
Practitioner Action Research.
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arising about who should give the consent - the children themselves, the school principal, the board 

o f management, the teachers, the parents?****̂  It was felt, that though positive outcomes were 

possible, the potential for harm to be done to the student/counsellor relationship was too great, 

particularly with the presence o f recording devices in the interviews.

The idea o f interviewing past pupils is intended to benefit from a hiatus period in which the 

young person is removed from the interviewer’s position as teacher and counsellor and therefore, to 

open space to question the normative nature o f schooling and the educational system, as well as to 

perhaps place some perspective on acts o f resistance or moments o f transformation as experienced 

in their years at school. They may have a more reflective and critical function as they are removed 

from the cocoon o f the school, have experienced the world o f work or o f unemployment, college or 

other experience to lend perspective to their adolescent years. Clashes between the fonnal school 

culture and the informal culture, moments of recognition or misrecognition will be removed from 

the white heat o f immediate experience to a potentially more reflective position. There may be 

added interest for the young people involved if  they feel that the information they’re providing will 

contribute to the development o f something better for their siblings or community. As a school 

guidance counsellor and teacher, I have had a relationship with all of the interview participants as 

students and would be an individual with whom they have had previous meetings or personal 

interviews. It is assumed that the interview agents have generally positive dispositions towards the 

interview process due to the purely voluntary nature o f the interview and of the investment o f their 

personal time.

An assumption involved in the decision to interview past pupils is that the young people 

are both representative o f their community and school, have reflections and memories o f their 

particular times and experiences and that the data collected from these young people will be 

relevant both to others in their community, to the broader school population or cohorts that would 

make their inputs generalisable. Erikson’s model o f adolescent identity suggests that there are some 

commonalities that may be applied across time and cultures and that, therefore, the findings will be 

relevant to other places and times. The preceding extensive literature review has both made the 

case for, and developed a comprehensive view of the psycho-social and cultural nature o f the 

individual experience, but also to a broader significance or generalisability. However, this desire

See: Kvale and Brinkmann, Interviews : Learning the Craft o f  Qualitative Research Interviewing.
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for wider generalisability did not override the main phenomenological aim o f the study, which is 

recognition of the unique experiences o f each o f the participants.

This study has a sample size o f twelve, and a systematic sampling techniques was 

employed whereby different students were selected due to their experiences, involvements and 

outcomes. The purpose o f employing such systematic, or purposive form o f sampling was to select 

specific cases that would be somewhat representative and provide the most varied and wide- 

ranging information for the questions under study. Here the concern was not to be valid in a 

statistical way that represents the reality o f the general population, but rather to represent the 

participants’ experiences and concerns with the phenomena under research.**'^ The aim was to make 

the selection o f the students representative of the general student experience in the school without 

resorting to considering student “types” or unnecessarily categorising them. In selecting candidates 

for the study, care was taken to find individuals with a range o f experiences and outcomes while 

remaining cognisant that the aim is to select individuals who are the most knowledgeable about the 

information relating to the topics under study to provide a reasonably broad range o f perspectives 

on the topics under discussion. Some structure in identifying potential interview candidates gave 

consideration to the student’s particular circumstances (gender, nationality. Leaving Certificate 

programme, and where the student was presently) for a broad range o f experience. In interview 

situations it can be particularly difficult to know in advance who will be the right persons to be the 

most knowledgeable people for giving information.**’ However, the existing relationships between 

student and teacher/guidance counsellor provided valuable tacit knowledge to overcome this 

limitation. Determining a representative sample and the type o f interview for this study was a 

difficult task and a number o f factors had to be considered:

• A long interview, with several follow-up interviews or a one off, prescheduled and 
semi-structured interview?

• The number o f interviews taking into account the time to undertake, transcribe and 
both extract and interpret data.

• The potential for subjectivity and bias due to the researcher being so central to the 
study, both as an individual involved in some o f the events under discussion, the 
collection and finally the interpretation o f the data.

• The position o f the researcher perhaps contributing to the discomfort or 
manipulation o f the interviewees in the context o f the personal/professional 
relationship between interviewer and interviewee.

U. Flick and others, Designing Qualitative Research (SAGE, 2007), 29. 
ss’ ibid., 30.
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The availability and willingness o f potential participants was a significant factor in the 

final number and representative sample for this study. The past pupils were selected from the past 

five years o f the school cohort and through their availability to interview and their convenience of 

contact (not living abroad, at the same address, sibling in the school). The students were contacted 

either through email, text message, face to face individual contact or through family members or 

other individuals currently related to the school community. Once contact was established and the 

potential interviewee was interested, I clarified the nature o f involvement and agreed a place and 

time for the interview. The rationale for this approach is that the informal nature o f  the contact is 

potentially more immediate, less daunting and more likely to gain responses than the traditional 

formal letters of introduction which may not suit the students to be interviewed or their preferred 

modes o f contact and communication.

As the data collected was in-depth information, I believed that I would obtain significant 

knowledge from relatively few respondents. Indeed, it may be that very large numbers o f 

respondents hinder the researcher's ability to get in-depth and significant data. Kvale states that the 

simple answer is to “Interview as many subjects as necessary to find out what you need to 

know.”^̂ * Each participant was explained that confidentiality and honest brokerage were assured 

and informed that they would be given a pseudonym, and reminded that they were engaging in the 

interviews on a purely voluntary basis. Permission was sought to record the interviews and 

informed of the purpose for the interview before they agreed to take part. Each participant was 

again informed o f the purpose o f the interview and the broader study and the degree it would 

potentially confer on the interviewer. Participants were advised that their participation in research 

is voluntary and that they may refuse to participate or withdraw from participation at any time 

without jeopardy or consequence.

The overall design o f the interview protocol was informed by the five Freirean principles 

generated from the literature review and which served to thematise and fonnulate the purpose o f 

the investigation and describe the general topics o f the interviews. The interview questions were 

designed under the following headings as identified in the Education Act, 1998: Personal, Social, 

Educational, Careers. According to the Act: “The school guidance plan should reflect the needs of 

both junior and senior cycle students. Balance between the personal, social, educational and career

888 Kvale and Brinkmann, Interviews : Learning the Craft o f  Qualitative Research Interviewing, 101-102.
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guidance offered to students should be ensured in the plan.”**̂  Then a series o f potential follow up 

or prompt suggestions were developed under each o f the framework headings. The specific 

‘phenomena’ as follow up questions included the following:

• Understanding o f their strengths and weaknesses;
• Study skills, including time management;
• Examination techniques (in 3rd year);
• Awareness o f the implications o f subject selection and levels therein for career 

choice;
• Awareness o f the need to consider all subject options including non-traditional 

subjects;
• Knowledge of senior cycle options - LCA, LCVP and the LC.

The series of follow-on questions, or prompts, was intended to flesh out the answers under each 

heading and give a more comprehensive picture o f the day-to-day exigencies, understandings, 

pitfalls and successes o f student life. Again, the complete set o f prompt questions are included in 

the interview protocol. The protocol is included in Appendix A to the study.

The primary interview question as w'ell as the additional interview questions did not 

include concepts such as identity, humanisation, conscientization or other such theoretical 

constructs that have emerged from the literature review, but instead focused on the straightforward 

experiences o f the young person in school: examinations study, choices, decisions, personal crises 

and so on. This is important because, from a phenomenological point o f view, to do research is 

always to question the way one experiences the world, to want to know the world in which one 

lives as human beings. The focus was on the experience o f the student as expressed in their own 

words and understandings in a face-to-face encounter with in the interview.

5.6.3 Data Collection

The interviews took place after school hours or during holiday periods in the Guidance and 

Counselling office at the school. Again, awareness o f power asymmetry were considered, however 

it was thought that, unless other issues or needs intervened, that it was the most convenient, 

comfortable and accessible place to conduct interviews. The positive attributes for the meeting 

place include the fact that it would be an evocative environment, one that would naturally 

encourage memories and feelings that would then serve as useful icebreaker and introductions, and 

then generate the type o f reflective responses that would be effective in the interview process.

A digital recorder was employed to record the interviews which were then saved in a digital 

file and then transcribed verbatim. Following each interview, notes were made on particular points

Ireland. Dept, of Education and Science. Inspectorate.
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o f  interest arising from  the interview. N ote-taking is very im portant as voice recording can miss 

crucially  im portant cues such as body language or other non-verbal com m unications. Researchers 

absorbed in the data-collection process m ay fail to reflect w hat is not said or m atters o f  body 

language or sim ply how  things m ight be done differently next time.*®° Transcriptions lose data, as 

the oral becom es written, w ith inevitably, loss o f  context o r m eaning resulting in a double 

abstraction. Firstly, the audio recording abstracts the live physical presence, and secondly, the 

transcription provides a decontextualised rendering o f  the recording. The interview  is an evolving 

face-to-face conversation betw een tw o persons; in a transcription, the conversational interaction 

betw een two physically present persons becom es abstracted and fixed in a w ritten forai. The word 

transcribe itse lf m eans to transfonn, to change from one form  to another. In the interview, the 

um nediated truth should be presented as faithfully and unvarnished as possible.*®' The point o f  the 

interview  is that it allows the respondents to tell their story as it occurs to them, therefore, it is 

im portant to accept that the presentation o f  the responses is as near as possible to the participants’ 

own intended answers. 1 have attem pted to present the responses as faithfully as possible.

In this study the transcription process and the data analysis are presented in the 

contributors own w ords unless otherw ise identified and m y own perceptions or analysis is 

identified and to be regarded as interpretations o f  the data.

5.6.4 Validity and Reliability

Validity is a requirem ent for effective research and is a requirem ent for both qualitative and 

quantitative research.*®^ Terms such as transferability, dependability, and confirm ability are the 

equivalents o f  the criteria o f  external validity, reliability and objectivity.^®^ A ttention to questions o f  

validity  and reliability are essential to the developm ent o f  analytic insights and successful research. 

Validity asks w hether the research procedures truly help to answ er the research questions, or 

w hether the research m easures w hat it intended to m easure. This research is seeking is construct 

validity, w hich seeks the clarification o f  agreem ent betw een the topic under research and existing 

constructions in the literature. In this case, the question is, w ill the theoretical em phases and m otifs 

generated from  the literature review  accord w ith the concerns as expressed by the students?

Kvale and Brinkmann, Intei-views : Learning the Craft o f Qualitative Research Inten’iewing, 179. 
>*«'Ibid., 166.

Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 104.
Denzin and Lincoln, The Sage Handbook o f Qualitative Research, 24.
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Construct validity for the purposes o f  this study follow Cherryholmes who argued that construct

validity is a discursive and rhetorical concept.*®'* A construct and its measurement are validated

when the discourse about their relationships is persuasive to the cominunity o f researchers. Validity

in this sense refers to the degree to which inferences can legitimately be made in the combination

o f the extensive literature review which generated the theoretical constructs on which the

operationalisations for data collection were based:

...through correlations with other measures o f the issue or by rooting my construction 
in a wide literature search which teases out the meaning o f a particular construct...and 
its constituent elements...research construct validity must demonstrate that the 
categories are meaningful to the participants themselves..

Kvale states that Cherryholmes’ radical conception o f validity goes beyond the original discourses

related to it and opens it to multiple discourses such as phenomenological, interpretive, critical and

deconstructive and relates it to a social construction of knowledge. This finding would accord

with the research epistemology as stated previously.

To enhance construct validity o f the interview protocol, the first interview was employed 

both as a genuine data gathering exercise for the study but also as a pilot for the entire interview 

process. As each interview proceeded, a continual and iterative process of adjustment, reflection 

and feedback developed, and my stance to the research process deepened the understanding o f the 

data and the inter-subjectivity inherent in this type o f research. It become clear as the interviews 

progressed that in conducting interviews o f this nature, there is obvious potential for subjectivity 

and bias. This is not necessarily a drawback as Kvale and Brinkmann argue that qualitative 

research does not have to look objectively, since objectivity in itself is a subjective notion and that 

qualitative research interviews can also be objective in the meaning o f letting the investigated 

object speak, o f allowing the object to object.^^^ It allows a participant to express the real nature of 

the object and therefore the interview is neither an objective nor a subjective method, but rather a 

intersubjective interaction. This is a significant and useful understanding for interview research that 

seeks to create culture or make history.

Reliability refers to the degree o f consistency and potential to duplicate the measurement, 

or the degree to which an instrument measures the same way each time it is used under the same

Cleo H. Cherryholmes, Power and Criticism : Poststructural Investigation in Education, Advances in 
Contemporary Educational Thought Series (New York; Teachers College Press, 1988).

Cohen, Manion, and Morrison, 492. Italics in original.
Kvale and Brinkmann, Interviews : Learning the Craft o f Qualitative Research Interviewing, 240.
Ibid., 243. Italics in original.
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condition with the same subjects. Another form o f rehabihty is internal consistency. This estimates 

reliability by relying on the interviewer to document all procedures and to support all claims made 

with appropriate evidence. To repeat a m otif o f this study, data does not speak for itself, it is 

context dependent, but the goal is to present analysis and conclusions in such a way that the reader 

is capable or able to assess the participants’ responses and the researcher’s interpretations. I f  the 

study were to be repeated in another school or at the same school at another time, would the results 

differ? In a sense this question is congruent with the methodological and practical foundations 

developed from the literature review. The study is intended to inform practice in one school, but 

also to correlate with general patterns o f theory and practice across cultures with the theoretical 

grounding provided by Erikson and Freire. The burden o f demonstrating that a set o f findings 

applies to another context rests more with the researcher who would make that transfer than with 

the original r e s e a rc h e r .F o r  example, it is possible that if  the same study o f the same school were 

to take place in five years time that changes in school staffing provision, school cohort, economic 

change and social circumstances that different findings may be reached.

The data, when collected and analysed, may be employed to better serve others and 

therefore, there are implications and generalisations and a wider significance for the study. Such 

wider dialogue would however be guided by the critical and reflexive potency o f the contributions 

o f Erikson and Freire to methodology and an ethical/moral force which values a persistent 

prompting reflexivity that looks beyond the surfaces o f assimilated knowledge and practices. These 

ideas are at the core o f the internal reliability o f the study.

Evaluation is the detemiination o f the worth o f a thing. It is the process o f obtaining 

information for judging the worth o f an educational program, product, procedure, or educational 

objective, or the potential utility o f alternative approaches designed to attain specified objectives. 

The success or otherwise o f eliciting the data that the interview is intended to obtain, is dependent 

upon many factors, most o f  which are outside o f  the control o f  the researcher. Being attentive to the 

ways in which the young people involved in the research speak about their experiences and the 

ways in which they reflect on their own experiences is the foremost concern during the interview 

process. Validity in exploratory research centres on the need to gain an accurate or true impression 

o f the phenomenon under study and will be determined by further research or a concatenation of

Marshall and Rossman.
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similar research studies. Reliability refers to replicability, to whether another researcher with

similar methodological training, understanding o f the research setting, and rapport with its

members can make similar observations. Exploratory researchers recognise that the most

authoritative statement about validity and reliability can only be made down the road in the wake

o f several open-ended investigations.*^^

5.6.5 Research Ethics

Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action and pursuit, is thought to aim at 
some good...

Aristotle, Book 1 The Nicomachean Ethics^^^

When research is conducted is it undertaken for some definable good, or is it opportunistic, 

exploitative and potentially damaging to target populations?^®' Is the intervention into the life of 

another for their benefit? Michael Fuilan has stated that teachers must combine a sense o f moral 

purpose to contend with the forces o f change and that ""...each and every educator must strive to be 

an effective change a g e n t . For Freire change was at the heart o f his pedagogy: “The essence o f 

my ethico-political choice is my consciously taken option to intervene in the w o r l d . M i c h a e l  

O ’Rourke identifies the role o f the teacher, careers teacher or counsellor acting as an agent o f 

change and o f reconciliation as the vocational essence of the p ro fe s s io n .T h e s e  insights indicate 

that not only should schools, teachers and counsellors become mediators o f acculturation rather 

than vehicles o f cultural reproduction and status quo, but that it is essential that they change things 

for the better. To answer the question, when research is conducted is it undertaken for some 

definable good, or is it opportunistic, exploitative and potentially damaging to target populations? 

One intends it to be for a greater and definable good. Ethical issues are present at all stages o f the 

research process, and ethical concerns have been considered accordingly.

One o f the aims o f this study is to develop practice that effectively meets the needs o f the 

students that the school serves. As an insider to the setting, the teacher or counsellor occupies a 

complex set o f roles and relationships. Schools are hierarchical organisations: management has

899 Stebbins, 25-26.
9'’° Aristotle and others. The Nicomachean Ethics, Rev / ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1998).

Sue and Sue, Counseling the Culturally Diverse : Theory and Practice, 76.
902 Michael Fuilan, Change Forces : Probing the Depths o f Educational Reform, School Development and 
the Management of Change Series ; 10. (London: Falmer, 1993), 13.
903 Freire, Pedagogy o f Freedom : Ethics, Democracy, and Civic Courage, 122.
904 O'Rourke, "A History of Guidance and Counselling in Ireland: Amreican and European 
Influences," 137-138.
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power over teachers; teachers have power over students who themselves have their own 

hierarchical arrangements. Carefully thinking through one’s position within an organisation is 

important in understanding how it may affect the validity o f the findings and the ethics o f the 

research process. It was an assumption o f research process that the position as guidance counsellor 

in the school was one that had inherent matters o f power and trust to be considered and this 

awareness became the paramount concern in the design o f the methodology and o f the choice of 

methods. The overriding imperatives of the counsellor-client relationship are o f confidentiality and 

trust. The guidance and counselling facet o f the research raises particular concerns that must be 

addressed sensitively and ethically. According to McLeod, over the past 30 years, research has been 

instrumental in clarifying the main elements o f the helpful counselling relationship and in 

establishing counselling as a profession. He identifies two types o f research related to counselling:

• O utcom e research looks at the effectiveness o f counselling. Various strategies have 
been developed for overcoming the ethical and practical issues involved in assessing the 
benefits o f counselling.

• Process research focuses on the factors that contribute to good outcomes in 
counselling.^®^

Several different approaches to process research have evolved: client-centred, psychodynamic, 

analysis o f significant change events and studies of the client’s experience and these methods have 

led to new understandings o f what happens during counselling. As the purpose o f counselling is to 

help clients, by including the clients in the research process, it is essential that research does not 

intrude in such a way that it will damage the client-counsellor relationship. While M cLeod finds 

that counselling research can have the effect o f  increasing the effectiveness o f counselling, he also 

finds that despite an increasing volume and quality o f counselling research, there is evidence that 

counsellors do not read research articles, and do not regard their practice as being influenced by 

research findings and that the existence o f the research-practice gap is a cause for concern.^®®

One does not have to look far into history to see that harm may still be done to individuals 

in the name of a greater good. As stated previously, in a culture where making the private public is 

becoming nonriative, where television reality programmes ask individuals to make desires and 

personal reflections public for subsequent manipulation, ridicule and profit, an ethical approach to 

research with young people is o f utmost concern. With the close personal interaction and the

M cLeod, An Introduction to Counselling, Chapter 18. 

"06 Ibid.
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powerful knowledge produced by interviews, ethics becomes as important as methodology in this 

type o f research. If one asks another to open up in a dialogical process that is, behind the fine 

words, an instrumental activity (the researcher wants information for the study) matters o f power 

and unequal relations must be accounted for. Freire’s work has the strong, indeed essential, ethical 

grounding identified by Kvale and Brinkmann as an elemental part o f every stage o f the research 

interview process.^®^

The fact o f the interviewer and participants being known to one another is a complicating 

factor in relation to the ethics o f this research in two ways. First, there is the potential that the 

researcher may so closely identify with their participants that they do not maintain a professional 

distance and so bias the study. A second concern is that the researcher abuses their position in the 

school and community to elicit infoniiation or data to sensationalise or otherwise manipulate data 

for one’s own ends. This is particularly complicated with my role as guidance counsellor with the 

interviewees in the past, with the potential that the, “ ...experienced interviewer’s knowledge of how 

to create rapport and get through a participant’s defences may serve as a ‘Trojan horse’ to get inside 

areas of a person’s life where they were not invited.” ®̂* Therefore, it is particularly important that 

ethical standards and a framework for the informed consent, confidentiality, and consequences for 

the study are strictly and comprehensively adhered to. It was the sensitivity to these concerns 

regarding the asymmetrical power relations between interviewer and participants in the study that, 

after much discussion and reflection, led to the decision to undertake research with past pupils 

rather than current students for the following reasons:

• The potential for the abuse o f trust or boundary crossings involved in the student- 
counsellor relationship.

• The uncertainty involved in personal meetings with students fearing lack o f 
confidentiality and perhaps taint all future contacts between counsellor and student.

It is assumed that the development o f tacit understandings and longstanding developing

relationships with students regarding their personal, social, educational, and career needs and

desires as well as their community and neighbourhood has an influence on the development o f this

study. A genuine ongoing concern for the community and school informs this study. It is hoped that

an ethical reflexivity will provide a privileged perspective that is not found in “...limited, arbitrary

and random encounters o f surveys carried out in a hurry by researchers lacking any specific

Kvale, "Dominance through Interviews and Dialogues," 110.

^°*Kvale and Brinkmann, In terview s : Learning the C raft o f  Q ualitative Research Interviewing,
75.
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c o m p e t e n c e . I n d e e d ,  it lias been argued that researctiers have some chance o f  being truly equal 

o f  their task only if  they possess an extensive know ledge o f  the subject, som etim es over a w hole 

lifetim e o f  research, and m ore directly, through earlier interview s w ith the same respondent or 

informants.®'® However, John M cLeod points out that interview s with clients o r form er clients raise 

a num ber o f  distinctive m ethodological problems;

• There are ethical issues involved in conducting interview s that have the potential to 
re-stim ulate painful m em ories o f  unresolved com m issional conflicts.

• There is also the challenge to the researcher to keep the interview  cornered in the 
research task, and to obtain m eaningful personal m aterial from  the inform ant 
w ithout the interview  turning into a counselling session.®''

He raises two im portant concerns here that were worth noting: the potential for the interview

session to turn into a counselling session rather than a research interview, particularly when

addressing the difficult or em otional experiences o f  the school years. There is also the concern that

the researcher m ay so closely identify w ith their participants that they do not m aintain a

professional distance and so bias the study. Furthem iore, one m ust also recognise that pow er does

not act only in one direction, in binary term s or resistance-dom inance, and it is essential to

recognise that the less powerful are not passive participants in the dram a o f  dominance.®'^ These

assum ptions illum inate a com plex nexus o f conflicts at the heart o f  the research process, o f

technique and assum ptions, o f  habits and rituals, o f  why this or that is done, all o f  which imply a

personal bias at work.®'^ Therefore, research requires reflexivity and questioning, but also an

ethical force that recognises that taking sides does not im ply bias or distortion, but dem onstrates a

com m itm ent to tell it as it is discovered.

Freire’s w ork speaks w ith an authority and passion that fosters the critical and ethical

inquiry for researchers to conduct m eaningful and significant research. A ccording to Freire, the

reason for being involved in social practices is that o f  seeking em ancipation, to help participants

see the m eaning and form o f  their ow n oppression and dom ination and to illum inate potential ways

o f  overcom ing them. Therefore, F reire’s m ethods lead one to a greater understanding o f  society its

reproduction o f  structures and the unveiling hidden structures and that through critical thinking the

Pierre Bourdieu and Priscilla Parkhurst Ferguson, The Weight o f  the World: Social Suffering 
in Contemporary Society (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1999), 613.

Ibid.
McLeod, Doing Counselling Research, 77.
James Joseph Scheurich, Research Method in the Postmodern, Qualitative Studies ; 3.

(London: Falmer, 1997), 72.
Robin Higgins, Approaches to Research : A Handbook fo r  Those Writing a Dissertation 

(London: Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 1996), 3.
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oppressed could begin to shape their own lives. He believed education should indeed equip people 

to question power and to challenge oppression, but he argued that it would not adequately do this 

unless it enabled people to reflect critically by offering them more comprehensive perspectives on 

human activity through its institutions and practices. The methodology o f the study has an ethical 

force for critical engagement and social and individual improvement designed into it and 

throughout all stages of the study I remained conscientious o f safeguarding the rights, privacy and 

confidentiality o f the participants. To view the measures taken in this study to ensure anonymity, 

informed consent, freedom to withdraw, data access and feedback to participants please see 

Appendices B and C.

Summary

Is a teaching/counselling perspective guided by Freirean principles relevant to the lives of 

students in a secondary school in Dublin? The road to an answer must begin by asking, how does 

one know in what ways it is not being served unless one finds out what those individuals think, 

feel, and so on. How do the internal and external, explicit and tacit understandings of day to day 

school structure and life jibe with the internal and external reflections o f individual on their own 

experiences? The presence of the tacit knowledge of the experienced teacher is valued by both 

himself and others, but it may alternatively be viewed as something that needs to be challenged in 

practice and its epistemological foundations in the attempt to uncover the underlying principles that 

guide thought and action in a reflexive m anner This is the basis for an ethics o f change. Research 

seeking ethical change, if  grounded in the institutional structures o f education, can only be 

developed in a dialogical context that should include the marginalised and excluded who are the 

subjects o f the research.^'"*

The phenomenological, existential and henneneutical roots o f the study find expression in 

the interview as a phenomenological ideal of listening without prejudice to an individual talk about 

their experiences as they view them. The hermeneutical approach finds expression as the multiple 

horizons o f meaning involved in the interviewee’s statements are attended to and explored by the 

researcher. Knowledge about society becomes a realisation in the double sense o f the word, in the 

sense o f apprehending the social reality, and in the sense o f producing the reality.®'^ The aim o f a 

semi-structured, interview is to employ techniques that build rapport, trust and openness which will

Kathleen Lynch, Equality in Education, 4.
Alvesson and Skoldberg, 27. Alvesson is building on the work o f  Beger and Luckman.
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enable participants to express their feelings and understanding as best they can. These techniques 

are both enhanced and complicated by the fact that the interviewer and interviewee are known to 

each other.

What changes can be made? Can meaningful change occur at school level? Does the school 

have a significant impact on life experiences or choices, or are external factors, arising from socio

economic or political circumstances more significant? The aim o f this empirical research is to 

deepen understanding o f the dynamics o f student experience in relation to the social, educational, 

personal and career choices they must negotiate in their time at school. By analysing the theoretical 

constructs developed through the first three chapters with the lived experience o f the student and 

the life experiences o f individuals who have negotiated this time o f crisis and change, it is intended 

that data can inforni future development o f practice and theory, both for my own practice, but also 

as it is shared with others.

The aim o f this chapter has been to account for the epistemological, theoretical foundations 

o f the methodological framework that will be employed to collect from students their own views, 

perspectives and words, their recollections o f school experiences. The reflexive design o f the 

research aims to develop a semi-structured, interview with an overriding awareness o f the 

sensitising conceptual tools of Paulo Freire to identify significant moments in experiences o f the 

agents o f research. The role that teachers and counsellors can play in ameliorating student 

experience is informed by asking young people what their experiences were, thereby fulfilling 

Freire’s epistemological ideal o f  a dialogical movement toward a subject-subject (leamer-teacher 

and teacher-leamer) dialogue which accepts the constructivist assumption that knowledge 

production and cultural change are not only constructed, but negotiated. One accepts the value o f a 

combination o f approaches to research informed by an exploratory perspective that sees an 

interconnectedness between life and research as central to exploratory practitioner research that can 

bridge the Cartesian dualism between the inner subject and the outer object o f  inquiry and where 

science and philosophy together provide the principles o f action for conscientization. The purpose 

o f this exploratory qualitative research is not to achieve universal generalisability. Rather, this 

inquiry was more about developing a conceptual framework that may have validity within the 

specific constraints o f a teacher/counsellor in a particular school in Dublin.
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Chapter Six 

Evaluation of Data and Analysis

Dialogic experience is ftindamental for building epistemological curiosity.

-Paulo Freire^^^

Introduction

This chapter presents the findings o f this study; the recollected experiences of school by 

twelve past pupils o f a second-level school in inner-city Dublin. The aim is to determine how the 

young people understand and describe their experiences, and to find correlations between those 

recollected experiences and the insights from the extensive literature review including the five core 

Freirean principles and the developmental insights related to adolescent identity generated in the 

opening chapters. The entire data collection process for this study was undertaken in six significant 

and interlinking parts related to the five Freirean key concepts:

1. An extensive literature review setting the study in a wider socio-historical context;
2. The development o f five core generative themes for action in guidance and 

counselling;
3. Discussion of a life-long, intergenerational and acculturative perspective to 

development and growth;
4. A review o f recent data on student engagement with guidance and counselling 

provision in Ireland;
5. The development o f a rationale o f  methodological praxis;
6. In-depth interviews with students regarding their social, personal, educational and 

career experiences in the school in which the researcher works.

The assumption guiding this study is that in spite of the development of curriculum 

guidelines for guidance and counselling in Ireland, a Forum for Guidance Framework, ongoing 

curricular development and change in schools, one may be working on tacit assumptions and 

unreflected practice when working as a guidance counsellor or teacher. Without asking the young 

people who live in the communities and go to school what their understanding o f their experiences 

mean to them, one is working without the information from or contribution o f those one intends to 

help. Developing such an awareness o f students’ needs is in line with NCCA guidelines that 

students be an essential part o f the process o f developing a guidance programme.’ ’  ̂The focus thus 

far has been to generate thematic, historical and developmental contexts for developing an 

appropriate and responsive practice. The following will present the school context and the data 

collection.

516 Freire and Freire, Pedagogy o f the Heart, 100.
National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (Ireland), 5.
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6.1 The School Context

The institution which is the basis for this research study is a Christian Brothers school 

located in the city centre o f Dublin in close proximity to a large Catholic Church. The Christian 

Brothers are a religious order founded by Edmund Rice at the turn o f the nineteenth century. Rice 

was a wealthy merchant from Co.Waterford who committed his financial resources and life to 

educating the poor and uneducated for whom nobody else cared. This narrative is the traditionally 

accepted story and is the one supplied by the Edmund Rice Schools Trust that is the body that now 

supports the fornier Christian Brother Schools in the Republic o f Ireland.^'* The benign perspective 

on R ice’s motives however is disputed by Daire Keogh, who finds that, rather than lacking 

educational provision, Waterford was the third most literate city in Ireland after Belfast and Dublin. 

Keogh argues that Rice was concerned not merely with schooling but to offering a “ ...special kind 

o f education, even a special kind o f Catholic education.” '̂®

In 1812 The first community o f Christian Brothers to arrive in Dublin came to the parish in 

which the school is situated and opened a school which then closed in 1844. The Archbishop of 

Dublin, Cardinal Cullen, invited the Christian Brothers to return to the parish, and the school re

opened in its present location in 1864 with over 400 pupils seeking admission. Originally run as a 

boys’ school and set up to cater for the needs o f students in the local parish, it developed and 

flourished and was soon regarded locally and nationally as a prestigious institution which attracted 

the fee paying and scholarship students from a wide catchment area across Dublin. For these 

reasons, and due to its central location, it developed a strong reputation for academic excellence. At 

its peak in numbers the school catered for over 800 pupils, 500 in primary and 300 in secondary.

In the past thirty years, the school has undergone some dramatic changes. In 1988 the 

primary school amalgamated with a girls’ school and moved to a newer premises. With the 

development and growth o f schools in the suburbs o f Dublin, student numbers began to decline and 

a decision was taken by the Christian Brothers that the secondary school should focus on catering 

for the needs o f the students in the immediate area and surrounding inner-city. In 1990, the 

secondary school opted to become co-educational and to accept all pupils leaving the local Primary 

schools. In 1994 the Christian Brothers decided to open up the position o f principal to a lay-

http://www.erst.ie/who-is-edmund-rice/. Accessed February 2012.
Daire Keogh, "The Christian Brothers and the Second Reformation in Ireland," Eire-lreland  40, no. 1/2 

(2005).
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principal and at this time the school’s numbers had declined to 93, with 52 boys and 41 girls. The

decline in numbers had been simultaneously accompanied by a loss of what were considered the

more academically inclined students who employed nearby transport links to attend secondary

schools elsewhere in the city or attended newly opened suburban schools. The school was left with

a concentration o f students for whom the building was unsuitable and a teaching staff unprepared

and untrained for the changing roles they were expected to assume, with both students and teachers

experiencing corresponding dissonances. Indeed, for an extended period there was uncertainty

concerning the long-term future o f the school. In an effort to stave off closure and redefine identity

and find a way to best respond to change, from 1993-4 a school plan was developed and a school

mission agreed. The school mission statement identified the purpose for which the school exists:

[The school] is a Catholic school which primarily caters fo r  students from the local 
community. Its purpose is to work with the parents and the community in providing for  
the total personal development o f  the students in order to prepare them fo r an adult 
and working life and to enable them to realise their potential.

The school remains committed to providing for students with a wide variety o f needs and abilities.

A Department o f Education and Science Whole School Evaluation Report from 2006 found:

It is clear from interacting with the management, staff and students and parents that a 
strong sense of coinmunity is central to school life in [the school]. This is evident in 
policies, such as those dealing with discipline and anti-bullying, which are clearly 
built on the guiding principles promoted in the school’s mission statement. 
Community values are most strongly shown in the school’s high level o f care and 
respect for students in their daily lives ... The school strives to provide for each and 
every student both academically and socially in a holistic manner which takes into 
account all the relevant circumstances. To assist with this aim the school draws on a 
wide and varied range o f internal and external supports...A high level o f mutual 
support and goodwill is a feature o f working relationships in the school. An important 
outcome o f this shared sense o f community is a school in which the interactions 
between members of the school community are characterised by openness, respect and 
warmth.

The school, as o f the time o f writing, now has 135 students and 17 full time staff, none o f whom 

are Christian Brothers. The school remains under the trusteeship o f the Edmund Rice Schools Trust 

(ERST) and has a functioning Board of Management. The school’s enrolment policy takes students 

from three local feeder primary schools, however, in practice the school will attempt to facilitate all 

applicants, many o f whom have transferred from other schools where they have failed to settle or 

have been asked to leave. The school provides three certificate programmes to meet the needs o f 

the 135 students currently enrolled. All junior cycle students are included in the Junior Certificate 

School Programme (JCSP), and senior cycle students can choose to follow the Leaving Certificate

920 Department o f Education Inspection Report, 2006.
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Applied (LCA) or the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme (LCVP). Furthermore, a special 

educational unit was developed in 2000 and is attached to the school with the aim o f providing for 

a small number o f students with particular social, academic, behavioural or personal needs to give 

them the opportunity to complete the Junior Certificate.

The school participates in the Delivering Equality o f Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) 

programme and benefits from a number o f supports as a result. A number o f the ancillary staff 

(caretaker, secretarial and canteen workers) are employed in the Community Employment scheme. 

Class sizes at junior and senior cycle are small in relation to national standards, with between 

twelve and twenty students in each class group. In recent times, up to 25% of the school cohort 

may be categorised as having Special Educational Needs and 80-90% of each incoming cohort 

score below their chronological age on standardised test scores in numeracy and literacy. In spite of 

these challenges, school completion rates in an average year are approximately ninety percent. A 

sample profile o f the school for the year 2009/2010 is included below;

General School Information 2009/2010

N um ber o f  pupils; 124

M ales 62

Fem ales 62

Breakdown by year group

M ales Fem ales Ethnic
M inorities

Separated  
ch ildren  *

First year 5 8 3 1

Second year 16 9 0 0

Third  year 13 16 4 0

TY 0 0 0 0

Fifth  year 9 13 6 1

Sixth year 10 12 9 2

LC A 9 4 1 0

*According to the HSE Separated Children are “children under eighteen years o f age who are 
outside their country o f origin, who have applied for asylum and are separated from their parents or 
their legal/customary care giver”.
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Ju n io r Cycle

Subjects available Higher Level Ordinary Level

English V
Irish X V
Maths V V
Business Studies V V
Science V V
Spanish V V
Art V V
History V V
Geography V V
CSPE V V
Home Economics V V

On average, all students complete junior cycle and 0-5% o f students leave school directly after 

junior cycle.

Senior Cycle:

Subjects available Higher Level Ordinary Level

English V V
Irish

Maths V V
Business V V
Biology V V

Art V V
Spanish V V
LCVP V V

Home Economics V V

Progression for 6“’ year cohort 2009/10:

LCVP LCA

Number o f  students that completed senior cycle 16 10

Number on degree courses 1 0

Number enrolled in diploma courses 1 0

Number enrolled in PLC courses 8 5

Number progressed to employment 1 2

Number who took up apprenticeships 0 0

Number unsure o f status 1 1

FAS 3 10

Other (Repeat LC/Access Prograrmnes) 1 1
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The school building is structurally sound and well decorated internally. Despite some 

internal renovations over the years the external facade is drab and institutional and with windows in 

poor repair and in need o f replacement. The majority of students enrolled in the school live in local 

authority housing complexes located in the surrounding neighbourhood. Parent and sibling 

employment is predominantly unskilled and low paid, with some working in the community 

employment sector and some involved in the black economy and unskilled work. Many families 

are in receipt o f unemployment benefits and social welfare assistance in other forms and in an 

average year, ninety percent o f students presenting for the Junior and Leaving Certificate are in 

receipt o f a Medical Card. Poor punctuality and absenteeism are both significant problems and are 

seen by some staff to be detrimental, but the data for attendance is considered to be quite good for 

schools o f similar intake.

Access to university is facilitated through a variety o f access programmes such as the

Trinity Access Programme (TAP) and DIT (Dublin Institute of Technology) Access. Other links

have been developed with the RCSI (Royal College o f Surgeons Ireland) and NCI (National

College o f Ireland) REACH and Access programmes. These access programmes are very important

to the guidance and counselling programme in the school and are a tremendous incentive to access

university for some students who come from non-traditional backgrounds. Though uptake of

university positions is still low, the number o f going on to further study in Further Education

colleges. PLC (Post-Leaving Certificate courses) provide a natural next step for many students who

wish to continue their education. This level o f  interest in Third Level education has improved

significantly over the past ten to fifteen years and is part o f a whole school change that is under

research for a DEd at the School o f Education, Trinity College Dublin by a former principal o f  the

school. Another recent study o f the school was conducted for an MEd by Paul Flynn at the School

o f Education, Trinity College Dublin.®^' Flynn’s research focussed on four first-year students and

their families and found that all o f the children involved in his study are living in or with a high

risk o f poverty. O f the four families he researched, two o f the children lived with single parents,

with the most o f the parents unemployed, and all early school leavers. According to Flynn:

For these reasons, these students live with low levels o f economic capital. They also 
have little social capital. The social capital possessed by some is not transferable 
beyond their small community or alternatively, if  transferable, is not valued within

’^'Paul Flynn, “Reading Lives: A Bourdieuian Study o f  Four Students in a Dublin School” (U niversity o f  
Dublin, Trinity C ollege, 2010).
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their community. The community plays an important role in the lives o f each o f these 
students. Grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins all live in proximity and are part o f a 
close supportive unit. Many expressed a desire to move home but none a desire to 
move from the area.®-^

Flynn also found that the parents involved in his research possessed low levels o f cultural capital

and therefore transmission o f educational advantage to their children is limited. Attempts to invest

in cultural capital has resulted in positive results, but this investment tends to decline toward the

beginning o f secondary school:

The children’s desire to invest in activities such as reading also seems to wane at this 
stage. The school, which these students attend, is attempting to address the many 
difficulties it faces. Despite many improvements and achievements, relative academic 
excellence is hard to achieve within a system dominated by the ‘points race’.®̂^

Flynn concluded that, at the time o f research, the students were all on a favourable trajectory with a

positive regard for education and a desire to do well. However, he found that the socioeconomic

situation that they found themselves in may severely hinder their ability to achieve academically, a

consequence o f the lack access to cultural capital, and the broader social rejection o f their cultural

difference. This writer believes that Flynn’s research and conclusions regarding literacy have much

in common with Paulo Freire’s work which criticises the abstraction o f methodological issues from

ideological contexts which ignores the inteiTelationship between the sociopolitical structures of a

society and the act o f reading.^-"* The Freirean framework would seem to have a correspondence

with the conclusions in Flynn’s research.

The following points may also be considered relevant to understanding the school context;

• The school has a newly built canteen which serves students at morning break and 
lunch. Students are not permitted to leave the school at lunch.

• A home/school/community liaison (HSCL) coordinator works full-time linking the 
work done in the school to the community as a whole.

• The school develops and maintains links with many important community, corporate 
and educational partners.

• The school has a number o f pool and snooker tables that students can play before 
school, at breaks and after school. This seems to have had an impact on punctuality 
and attendance for some students, but numbers are not available to confirm this.

• An after schools programme involves the students, local community workers and 
teachers in a range o f activities including football, snooker and pool, cookery, dance.

• The school was one o f forty-six chosen nationally by NCCA for Junior Cycle 
Schools Network and Junior Certificate reform.

• Local amenities such as a sports centre, an all-weather football pitch, a swimming 
pool, community centre and church are all venues that are utilised by the school at 
different times.

522 Ibid.
923 Ibid.

®2'* Freire and Macedo, Literacy : Reading the Word & the World, 145-146.
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While there is a general atmosphere o f cooperation and community o f learning in the school, some 

other factors needing attention or improvement are identified:

• The building structure has restricted the growth o f the school in a number o f ways. 
Spacial constraints and pupil numbers have resulted in some sacrifices concerning 
subject choice, though efforts have been made to expand choice at Leaving 
Certificate with two subjects (Geography and Accounting) added to curricular 
choice in the recent years.

• Practical subjects such as wood technology and metalwork are not on the curriculum 
at present. Home Economic is offered at Junior Certificate, but not at Leaving 
Certificate as o f 2012.

• School based facilities for sports are limited and the development o f school sports 
teams has been difficult due to low student numbers and recent attempts at providing 
these extracurricular activities have proven unsuccessful. Snooker and pool 
competitions have been deemed a success.

• Average attendance at parent teacher meetings is thirty percent. This is indicative of 
the difficulty in getting consistent parental support and involvement in the school.

• Recent retirements, a reduction in Guidance and Counselling hours and a hiring 
freeze dictated by central government has significantly affected the school’s 
curriculum provision.

• A class tutor system is employed in the school whereby each class group is assigned 
a teacher who works in a pastoral and disciplinary capacity with the students. 
Teachers at times find the management o f this these two, potentially contradictory 
roles a challenging aspect of their jobs in the amount o f time and difficulty this can 
consume on top o f a full teaching timetable.

6.2 The Communitj': “We’re not disadvantaged at all. ”

D r Paulo, sir - do you know where people live? Have you ever been in any o f our
houses sir?

-Paulo Freire, Pedagogy o f Hope^“^

The neighbourhood in which the school is situated could be described as an island in the 

centre o f the city. Many o f the students live in close proximity to and are educated alongside 

neighbours and extended family and as a consequence a strong sense o f community is present in 

the school, with relationships very close between students o f all ages and with members o f the 

teaching and ancillary staff. There is a close knit, local village atmosphere in the broader area 

generally with extended families and “nannies” in particular exerting a strong influence. Very few 

families own their own properties. The homes in the local ‘flat’ complexes are often very small and 

overcrowded with children often sharing a single room with one, two or more siblings. A common 

description o f housing conditions would be as follows: a small two bedroom flat, small bathroom 

with no bath, kitchen/living room. In many cases, these homes are not appropriate for the number 

o f occupants.

Freire and Freire, Pedagogy o f  Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 17. 
See: Flynn.

261



As for the broader community, D ubhn’s inner city has undergone a great transformation 

over the past fifteen years.®^’ There are still significant clusters o f  high deprivation which are 

masked by the influx o f largely affluent people in the wake o f the inner city’s gentrification that 

occurred over the period o f development discussed in Chapter One. These regenerated or gentrified 

areas have been overseen by State agencies such as DDDA (Dublin Docklands Development 

Authority) and PPPs (Public Private Partnerships) or Dublin City Council over the past two 

decades and the results have been varied. The DDDA (Dublin Docklands Development Authority) 

has been wound up as the Comptroller and Auditor General disclosed serious shortcomings in the 

authority’s conduct o f  its planning and development.®^^ It must be understood that much o f this 

development took place within a particular type o f economic model, that o f a building-boom. As a 

result, while gentrification has affected all parts o f  the inner city, some underlying levels o f 

deprivation and marginalisation have sustained and indeed been exacerbated over time.

A recent study by Trutz Haase, Divided City: The Changing Face o f  Dublin's Inner City, 

has found that the area o f the school cormnunity has seen changes indicative of significant 

regeneration, particularly during the second half o f the 1990s. Haase identified a large number o f 

new developments which are scattered throughout the area, interspersed with existing older 

housing stock. Overall, there are nearly 700 new housing units, but Haase finds that all the 

developments are gated communities with high levels of security features and sometimes 

“ ...inordinate screening features against their surrounding neighbourhoods.”®̂® However, the 

communities from which the students come from present a different picture. They are cut off from 

the surrounding city by less conspicuous, but equally impenetrable barriers. One housing complex 

is described by Haase as “an old complex in urgent need o f refurbishm enf’ another “has been 

refurbished from the outside.” Another comprises 80 traditional redbrick units and have been 

refurbished to a very high standard and have repeatedly earned the complex awards for urban 

housing. The fourth housing complex was being refurbished at the time o f writing. These housing 

arrangements are marked by shared exterior balconies that open on to a common courtyard area 

and have developed a particular culture related to their environment. When residents ascend the 

stairs and walk on the balconies o f their complexes, they can maintain verbal and visual contact

Dublin Inner City Partnership, and Trutz Haase, D ivided City : The Changing Face o f  Dublin's Inner City 
(Dublin: Dublin Inner City Partnership, 2008).

Harry McGee, “Minister to Wind Up Docklands Authority”, Irish Times, Friday, 1 June 2012.
929 Ibid.
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with their neighbours as they enter their ‘flats’, accounting for the ‘balcony culture’ o f  inner-city 

Dublin flat complexes.

Statistically, the Haase report shows, Dublin city centre has experienced significant change

over the past two decades. Since 1991 the population has increased by almost fifty per cent after

declining by half over the previous thirty years. The area has also seen an expansion o f office and

hotel space facilitated by government tax incentives which sustained the building beyond the needs

of communities and the population o f the nation. The city centre area now presents “... an

appearance o f prosperity and the aspects o f a modem European city, with thriving shopping

districts and regeneration zones alongside new high rise private apartments in prominent locations

and on sites that were recently derelict. It is true that the sustained economic improvement

experienced up to 2006 provided benefits for the residents o f the inner city, particularly in terms of

increased work and income and through refurbishment o f the public housing stock. According to

Haase, the public investment in expanding community and statutory services and activities also

helped to improve the living conditions in many areas during the fifteen years from 1991 to 2006.

These findings accord with my own experiences teaching in the school over this period with

significant facilities in place where there were very few previously. These improvements were

identified by Julie in her interview and she also expresses a pride in her community that is

reinforced by these improvements:

But then, again i f  you look at it this way, this is a disadvantaged area, but we have 
more than any advantaged area has. We have all the youth services, football pitches, 
gyms, swimming pools, a lot more than some more advantaged areas have. Every area 
has its positives and negatives to it.

This truth masks another reality for a significant proportion o f the residents who still 

experience acute poverty, particularly those living in publicly owned social housing juxtaposed 

with the new housing stock o f the wealthier apartment owners and tenants. This period o f rapid 

expansion has resulted in an inner-city residential community that is now clearly divided between 

those living in public housing and the new residents located in private ap a rtm en ts .F u rth e rm o re , 

one must accept that communities o f difference are residual in the inner-city o f Dublin and that 

there is an ongoing concentration o f acute and chronic intergenerational poverty in particular areas. 

Tiis has been noted at an anecdotal level by m yself over the past five years as the economy rapidly

Bissett, 26.

Dublin Inner City Partnership, and Haase.

Ibid.
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deteriorated and significant numbers o f individuals and families experienced increased hardship 

and the loss o f employment gained during more prosperous times.

So, while the school and its community is located in the city-centre and surrounded by an

assortment o f hotels, restaurants, businesses, cultural and tourist centres, at times it feels as a

though it is a parallel world existing alongside, beneath or encircled by its wider community. As

with many Dublin City Council estates, some o f the flat complexes in the school community

became ‘miniature theatres o f fear and intimidation’ in the 1980s and ‘90s.^^^ This is the experience

o f communities in places as diverse as Norwich, UK, United States and France, as explored

respectively by Rogaly and Taylor, in Moving Histories o f  Class and Community: Identity, Place

and Belonging in Contemporary England^^^, Fine and Weis, in The Unknown City: Lives o f  Poor

and Working Class Young Adults^^  ̂ and Bourdieu and Ferguson, in The Weight o f  the World: Social

Suffering in Contemporary S o c i e t y . In such communities, the perception often remains that

people living in these council estates are both ‘stuck’ in their communities and hostile to incomers.

They are viewed as “communities o f difference” and those living in these communities are denied

the means o f acquiring a socially dignified existence and become either invisible to, or

differentiated from, the wider society. Often groups in these communities are poorly adjusted to the

rapidly changing conditions of their lives in sites o f “social relegation” .B o u r d i e u  describes the

acceptance o f fate that can develop in a “vicious circle o f rejection” that he identified in urban

working class students in France, where individual and group oppressions are multiplied

exponentially within these sites oisoc ia l relegation where:

...the personal suffering o f each is augmented by all the suffering that comes from co
existing and living with so many suffering people together - and, perhaps more 
importantly, o f the destiny effect from belonging to a stigmatised group.

When a community becomes labelled by the actions o f a few o f its community, when the physical

and material conditions on an estate reflects the sustained and endemic deprivation, when a social

and economic ‘transformation’ takes place but does not include the entire community, multiple

Bissett, 28.
Ben Rogaly and Becky Taylor, Moving Histories of Class and Community : Identity, Place and Belonging 

in Contemporary England (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).
Lois Weis and Michelle Fine, Beyond Silenced Voices : Class, Race, and Gender in United States Schools, 

Rev. ed. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2005).
Bourdieu and Ferguson, The Weight o f the World: Social Suffering in Contemporary Society.

»37lbid., 64.
” 8 Ibid.
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inequalities become exponentially reinforced. A description of the cycle o f inequality and

internalization o f a community is described by a woman living on an estate in Limerick:

You know what they really want is for you to be down on yourself, so that you don’t 
believe you can have any other life. They want you to keep your head down and just 
put up with it, even if  there are gunshots comin’ in your window and you’re lyin’ on 
the floor with your kids, even if  they’re all shoutin’ and roarin’ at three in the morning 
and your baby is cryin’ an’ upset.
What they want is for you to keep your head down and just shut the P c k  up and 
accept that that’s your life, full stop.®"*®

When a group can be identified as different and judged as inferior, deficit views o f the community

or individuals from community become widespread.

It was through Freire's later works, I gained the insight that it was important to approach 

the analysis o f oppression through a convergent theoretical framework o f social relations where the 

object o f oppression is cut across by such factors as race, class, gender, culture, language, and 

ethnicity:

One cannot reduce the analysis o f racism to social class, one cannot understand racism 
fully without a class analysis for to do one at the expense o f another is to fall prey into 
a sectarianist position, which is as despicable as the racism that we need to reject.^'^'

By rejecting the belief in distinctions between individuals or groups as it relates to class, ethnic

background or other forms of inequality, I agree with Freire and reject any theoretical analysis that

would collapse the multiplicity o f factors o f identity into a monolithic entity and not take account

o f the variety o f forms o f social, economic and political relegation and marginalisation. Instead, the

insights o f Paulo Freire, MCT Theory, Erik Erikson and J.W. Berry’s acculturation model, all

account for an expanding understanding o f personal, family, group and organisational

consciousness and identity crisis that accepts the necessity o f a contextual orientation in

understanding o f the place o f self-in-relation, family-in-relation, and organisation-in-relation. For

oppressed people, those in power impose the legitimate vision o f the social world and o f its

divisions, and this insight recognises how the living conditions o f the dominated can result in the

acceptance o f the legitimating conditions o f one’s own domination. John Bissett wrote o f the

attempts to bring a democratic and locally-based approach to the process o f  regeneration o f St.

M ichael’s estate in Inchicore:

See: Bissett.
Kathy Sheridan, “The True Story o f Limerick” Irish Times, 23/03/11 
Paulo Freire, quoted in "Introduction" Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 15.
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But it learned the hard way that the shape and contours o f the model had been defined 
from a distance, within anonymous bureaucracies and boardrooms. The scale of 
regeneration across the city therefore transcends localised responses.®"’̂

Bissett asks for a more equitable approach when undertaking such programmes raises the questions

o f power, control and equality when a community’s voices are not part o f the process. Paulo

Freire’s generative themes that form the five pillars o f this study help one to recognise the logic of

the oppressed or dominated, that those whose way o f life is almost always perceived, even by

themselves, from the perspective o f power. This approach to psychology understands that

domination or oppression are not simply the imposition o f force on an individual or group, but that

group and individual psychology is the result o f a process o f internalisation and objectification.^"*^

The process o f Freire’s pedagogy, which gives people an experience o f dialogically and

collaboratively naming, analysing, and acting on their social reality, can contribute to the

development of critical consciousness. This is true not only for students, but for teachers, educators

generally and policy makers as well. David Berliner, in an essay entitled: Our Impoverished View

o f  Educational Research, r e c o g n i s e s  the broader psycho and socio-historical and economic

context for inequality, and says he is tired o f acting like the schools, all alone, can do what is

needed to help more people achieve higher levels of academic performance in our society. He

quotes Jean Anyon who argues that, “ Attempting to fix inner citj' schools without fixing the city in

which they are embedded, is like trying to clean the air on one side o f a screen door.” ®'̂  ̂ The

findings here have been corroborated in UK research in The Effective Provision o f Pre-School,

Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE 3-16) project. The study consisted o f a large scale,

longitudinal, mixed-method methodology has followed the progress o f over 3000 children since

1997 from the age of three to sixteen years and investigated how child, family, pre-school and

school characteristics interact and contribute to children’s development up to early secondary age.

The key findings o f the research suggest that the conditions that defy the odds o f disadvantage are

the social networks o f social and cultural capital that support parents and c h i l d r e n . T h i s  research

will be explored further in the following chapter.

«42ibid., 127.
See discussion of Negative Identity in Chapter Three.
David C. Berliner, "Our Impoverished View of Educational Research," Teachers College Record 108, no. 

6 (2006).
Ibid., 988.
Iram Siraj-Blatchford and others, Performing against the Odds : Developmental Trajectories o f Children 

in the Eppse 3-16 Study, Research Report Dfe-Rrl28 ([London]: Dept, for Education, 2011).
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Two participants themselves over the course o f  the interviews, unprompted, described what

it was like to live in their community. It is helpfiil to hear their voices in order to obtain an

understanding o f  their community as having its problems, but as a generally positive place to be

from and very much a part o f  their identity:

John: The area itself and its socio-economic make up, it is only within the last couple 
o f  years that any wealth has come in to the area. The docklands developed where the 
old gasometer used to be and the old docks have been developed into a thing o f  
beauty, on the eye anyway. Its great fo r  the area to see that change, when I  was 
growing up we had derelict warehouses and, you know, very little social activity 
happening. Very little activity at all happening, except antisocial activity. There has 
been a transformation happening in the area over the past few  years. The area isn't 
seen in the same negative light as it was maybe back in the ‘90s when heroin epidemic 
was really rife around here and stu ff like that. There are still problems, not everybody 
sees the wealth. There are still 8 or 9 blocks offlats in this small little area. Those flats 
house people o f  low income to a greater degree. Although there are a few  people that 
would be exceptions to the rule, but the same social problems still exist as when I  was 
growing up. I t ’s not heroin now, now its cocaine, its more under the carpet than it was. 
Because cocaine doesn't have the same sort o f  effects on people, you don’t see people 
in the stairwells with needles hanging out o f  their arms. You don't see groups o f  drug 
addicts hanging around street corners any more. People don't need to inject cocaine, 
they can take it in a matter o f  seconds, and you know, there are no sort o f  ill after 
effects immediately. Crime has dropped, but not substantially. When I  was growing up 
it was really easy to get sucked in and drawn into that world...

Julie: ... Well talking to my parents and all the people that I  know, when they were my 
age there was nothing like that at all [Third Level options]. It was oh, you 're finished 
school well done. There was no talk o f any sort o f college or Third Level, i f  you got a 
job  it was considered better than going on to education. I think now it is much more 
positive, like, it is sort o f  uncommon now fo r people to leave...its uncommon now fo r  
people to leave before finishing school. “You mean you didn’t finish school, what’s the 
problem, like what happened there? ” There s always someone around, like I  think the 
relationship between the community, the school and the youth services in the area are 
very good. Like the support from most, most parents are very supportive o f  the school, 
and the youth services are very good. So the three work very well together and support 
each other very well no matter where you go, there is always support there fo r  you.
[...]
I hated being labelled, I  don't like the whole label thing o f  where you from? Oh sorry.
I ’m not into that at all. I t ’s the truth though, w e’re not disadvantaged at all. But then, 
again i f  you look at it this way, this is a disadvantaged area, but we have more than 
any advantaged area has. We have all the youth services, football pitches, gyms, 
swimming pools, a lot more than some more advantaged areas have. Every area has 
its positives and negatives to it.
[....]
I  think now I  can remember from when I  was starting because o f  the area the school is 
in, at the time when I  was starting maybe when I  was in primary school, or in First 
Year, there was always, [the community] was going through some stu ff and even the 
school was going through some stu ff and going through some changes. And I  think the 
school at the time had a very bad reputation because o f  the students that came in and 
came out, whether they had, whether they were different, or the education that they got 
here. I  think that is down to the student. I f  the student comes in here wanting to learn, 
then they are going to learn. I f  you come in here just because they are not 16 and they 
are waiting ‘till they’re 16 so they can leave, then they’re just messing up everyone 
else’s chances. ...So i f  you think o f  things like that the school is doing much better than 
people would have thought and is proving people who believed in it, right.
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6.3 Data Analysis; Restating the Question

The data analysis is comprised o f two interrelated elements. The first and most central 

was the analysis o f the entire data set o f the twelve interview transcripts. The second part o f data 

analysis involved relating the data from the interviews to the extensive literature review. The two 

pronged approach has two different, but associated aims. One strand attempts to understand the 

day-to-day phenomenological understanding o f the student in relation to their personal, social, 

educational and career experiences o f school. This is intended to provide me with a greater depth o f 

understanding o f the concerns o f  students with whom one will work in the future by understanding 

the technical questions regarding ‘what works’ (and doesn’t work) in the quotidian experience of 

schooling. Decisions regarding subject choice, school programmes, study and its attendant 

demands, stress and personal problems, CAO and college choice, all come under the purview of the 

guidance counsellor and the insights provided are intended to add to one’s own professional 

competence. The process o f collecting, analysing and interpreting the data is itself an exercise in 

education and professional development.

However, there is a second strand that seeks a procedure that is beyond the technical 

emphases provided for in frameworks or competencies, but seeks a moral or ethical understanding 

and engagement with students identified by Freire as a transformative and emancipator)' 

relationship. This is something that Freire illuminated in his dialogical and philosophical works in 

which he demonstrated the importance o f challenging accepted ideas, prejudices and received 

thought. Through his emphasis on the dialogic experience as fundamental for building 

epistemological curiosity, Freire echoes the Socratic dialogues o f engagement between teacher and 

student to overcome existing structures o f distorted communication.^"*^ These dialogues of 

engagement recognise the taught as someone with an embodied and contextualised life.̂ "** It may 

be considered hubris and presumption to intervene into the lives o f others without a serious 

consideration o f the whys, hows and consequences o f such interventions. Therefore, strand two of 

this study seeks to interpret the interview responses to determine whether the experiences may be 

significantly understood within a Freirean and developmental approach. The responses were 

considered to be o f significance to the young people who were interviewed, and by regarding their 

responses as indicators o f the importance they attached to certain events, feelings or people. The

Morrow and Torres.
Smeyers, Smith, and Standish, 19.
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emphasis in the interview was o f Hstening and dialogue that recognises the uniqueness o f the young 

people’s stories.

Both strands o f the study are intended to provide insights into the theory and practice o f 

providing effective guidance and counselling to young people and providing data for both theory 

and practice.

Before the interviews with the participants the following was read:

Thanks fo r  coming in. Just to remind you that everything you say is anonymous and 
confidential and will remain so and will be presented verbatim in a report on the 
research. It will also be codified and put into structure fo r  the research.
I have a number o f  questions relating to your time in the school and there are four  
general areas I  would like to discuss with you and they relate to your personal, 
educational, career and social experiences o f  your experiences during your time in the 
school. You can discuss these topics in relation to your own choices and decisions. 
Perhaps, there were choices that other people made fo r  you or perhaps you saw times 
when there was an intervention that could have been made or that you fe lt should have 
been made, but wasn't. I ’ll leave it open to you to discuss your responses as you wish, 
in response to the four headings, but I  also have some more direct questions that I will 
ask as we go on.

The questions are about your experiences and feelings but are intended to help myself 
and the school to become better informed and to provide a better education fo r  
students.

The object of the interview was to gain a balance between the individual student’s experiences and 

information that would be o f a practical nature for the practitioner, between letting participants tell 

their stories as they remember them without interruption and obtaining a shared understanding of 

their e x p e r i e n c e s . W h i l e  questions generally followed the Protocol included in Appendix A, 

answers were sometimes complete, sometimes teased out over the entire interview due to the 

natural overlap between the personal, social, careers and education domains. In a sense this allowed 

for a recursive approach to the interview with the interviewee talking about their experiences in 

school from four different perspectives. Therefore, the responses as they are provided below are not 

necessarily presented as answers to particular questions, but as extracts from a conversation as it 

happened. This open format allows the researcher to take note o f how the interviewee begins the 

story, how they structure the answers and in what way the interview agents themselves understand 

their experiences. A profile o f the interviewees is included below;

Hayes and others.
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Name Age at 
interview

Coimtry of 
origin

Date o f 
interview

Gender Length o f 
interview

John 24 Irish 04/2011 Male 53:42

Linda 19 Irish 05/2011 Female 27:41

Julie 18 Irish 06/2011 Female 47:02

Patrick 23 Irish 07/2011 Male 36:03

Kevin 20 Romanian 08/2011 Male 45:41

Joanne 19 Irish 09/2011 Female 23:35

Sean 19 Irish 10/2011 Male 34:15

Laura 18 Irish 11/2011 Female 23:51

Nancy 17 Irish 02/2012 Female 32:50

Robert 17 Nigerian 03/2012 Male 55:51

Anne 22 Irish 03/2012 Female 45:05

Carmel 20 Irish 04/2012 Female 40:07

The interviews took place over the course o f a year, with approximately one interview

completed per month. By gradually conducting the interviews, reflecting, transcribing and

absorbing the data, it was intended that a deliberate, consistent and reflective data gathering

process would be developed. Overall, during the data analysis period o f research, three particular

themes emerged and were identified by this writer: “Always Som eone” , Team w ork and C risis:

F ear and  Stress. There were no specific questions with respect to the question o f identity

formation, but the relevance o f Erikson’s work to this study is discussed below.

6.4 “Always Someone”

In the interviews one response was remarkably consistent. The answers came from a

variety o f questions, but the repetition o f the theme was significant. Indeed, four out o f  the twelve

interviews (33%) employed the same construction o f words, “always someone” :

Julie: Definitely, even in the cases where i f  there were disagreements with individual 
teachers, 1 always fe lt that I  could go to the tutor, the principal, the vice principal and 
even the guidance counsellor I  liked the way the school was small and there was 
always someone at the door, [Principal], [vice principal][counsellor]: Good- 
morning how are you? Whereas i f  it was a big school, what is the chance that the 
principal would even know our names, and the teachers know our names? As well 
knowing what levels we were at in classes, so that i f  we needed extra help, they 'd be

Emphases in bold have been added by the researcher.
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able ask, do you get this, how are you getting on? I  fe lt they always had your back sort 
o f thing.

Sean: Well, not really, i f  you needed help in the school, there would always be 
someone you could ask, there'd be a teacher asking are you all right at times i f  they 
fe lt there was something up with you. But like i f  you needed help, there would always 
be someone to help you i f  you asked.

.... Well, like, as you got older in the school, you started to realise that after the Junior 
cycle, like, it s you that does the stuff. I t ’s not the teachers that does it fo r  you anymore, 
it s you that does it. It s your exam, its your assignments you have to get done, like.
But i f  you needed help, like, the teachers would always help you like. Sometimes 
people met deadlines late, like, its all how you took the work.

Anne: Yeah. There’s always someone there that’d help you. Its not as i f  they're not 
going to like. Everyone, they'd try to help you as best they could.

Robert: Yeah. They were every... the school is open fo r  whatever length o f  time, but it is 
open after school and you can talk to any teachers. You can even have basic 
conversations, the school is really.... There is always someone to talk to ... but when 
you know there is someone to talk to, after school you have to quickly grab your bag 
and run home because someone wants to talk to you. So it can work against you that 
way.

It was the recurrence o f this response that brought a focus on the quality o f the relations within the 

school to the interpretation o f the data. The following responses elaborate on those identified 

above, with three out of the remaining eight, commenting on the importance o f relationships to 

their experience;

Laura: Yeah, like Irish. I  needed help on that because I  was struggling and I got help 
and o f  the teacher I mean you have to ask to get it you know? I f  you do it is there.

Carmel: Help was always at hand here. A teacher was willing to stay back and help 
you, or explain that bit more when you were in the class and get in to more detail.

Joanne: No, no. Like even i f  [the guidance counsellor] weren’t around I  could go 
always go to, say the English teacher, or the maths teacher at the time or 
whatever... That they were there...
[...]  I  knew that I  wasn't on my own and that i f  something was bothering me that I  
was able to come to somebody and that they'd kind o f  guide me or give me the answer.
I  used to be vety bad at making decisions, and I  used to keep things to meself...

Linda: Yeah, everyone has their own little teachers that they can go and talk to. I
think mine was [teacher]. I  think a lot o f  the girls used to go to her because they knew 
her from the area. That’s why we went to her mostly.

Interviewer: Do you think that’s important? That there is someone that ...

Linda: Yeah. I  know a pupil from this school that came to me the other day and said 
that [another teacher] would be the one who would be listening to him [....] They all 
have the teacher that they feel they can trust and can go to.

Two out o f the remaining five students were specific about the importance o f teacher student

relationships, specifically identifying them as essential to their educational experience:
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Nancy: I  think, just having such a good relationship with the teachers and stu ff really 
motivated me. Because i f  you like the teachers the subjects are much easier. [...] It 
was just a really good environment to learn, so....

The following response came from a question about access to guidance and counselling, which had

recently been expanded in the school.

Interview er: So you did have access to the guidance and counselling, it just didn’t 
meet your needs?

John: I just fe lt it was too new. And it was too formal a setting and shooting the breeze 
with teachers is a lot more informal and you get a lot more out o f  it. The teachers 
weren't teachers that you'd find  in a really, really big private school, they d idn’t speak 
down to us, we were on the same level and we could talk about anything. I mean 1 used 
to spend hours talking to [...J about music, just you know, we had that common 
interest in classic music. Things like that, you don't forget those things, even though 
you're not learning any Maths out o f  it, you know... You don’t forget the time teachers 
spend with you, just talking about nothing. Just talking about random stuff. And, 
you know because they don’t have to, they genuinely don’t have to do that they can 
ju st leave the school at the end o f  the day and forget you even exist. But they take 
the time and they do stuff for you, and it does, it sticks with you, it definitely does. It 
sticks with me anyway.

John: When yo u ’re in secondary school, you know the only people you really have, 
i f  you have ambitions, are your teachers.

John identifies the central role that teachers play in some communities where cultural or

educational capital are not accumulated in the home, but are entirely school-based.

The final two respondents identify, as John did above, the different experiences of

receiving guidance from teachers other than the guidance counsellor and the importance o f this

dialogue. One, Patrick, speaks about his experience upon returning to school after dropping out:

Patrick: Without a doubt. I t ’s a hundred times more beneficial when you get along 
with the teachers and you listen to what they have to say. Definitely, yeah. Like the 
marks that I  got when [....] I  was over the moon with them 82% merit. I  could't have 
asked fo r  anything better than that. Definitely with the teachers help and listening to 
what they had to say and their guidance. Definitely, yeah. Makes a massive 
difference.

Kevin also identified the personal connection or conversation as a contribution to his personal 

development.

Kevin: Well the guidance from the teachers to the particular subject I  was studying.
Like it was Geography, or whatever, like I  could have conversations with the teacher 
but which weren't necessarily linked straight to the subject but it got my interest 
since it sustained the conversation...

Each o f the young people (100%) identified this aspect o f their time in school as a significant factor

in their development. There seems to be two aspects o f the responses that are o f significance here:

the trust and security that if  one needs assistance it can be obtained (“always someone”); but there

is also something else involved as it is perceived by the young person, which is the idea o f dialogue
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for itself, a non-instrumental meeting that takes place in an institution and system that prizes 

instrumentality. So, while the feeling that there was always someone is significant, it seems that the 

informal ‘shooting the breeze’ also has a major influence. It is outside o f the formal structure of 

going to someone such as a counsellor for a particular reason, or learning a subject from a teacher. 

In John’s words, “they genuinely don ’t have to do that, they can ju s t leave the school at the end  

o f  the day and forget you even exist. ” This finding accords with my own experiences, where a 

large proportion o f referrals to counselling arise from student-teacher conversations after class, 

after school or from incidents or issues that arise in the classroom. There is certainly support here 

for the idea that the listening and dialogical effectiveness o f a good guidance counsellor is a very 

important dimension o f teaching as far as these responses are concerned.

6.5 Team w ork

Another insight from the data was the number o f students who identified what I have 

tenned ‘team work’, or students supporting each other in their work and progress. Seven out o f the 

twelve were specific regarding the central place o f teamwork or collaboration in the support that 

they found significant. There seems to be a recognition among the students here o f the centrality o f 

collaboration in the learning process that is not recognised in the fragmentary and individualistic 

rationality o f the education system in Ireland, and also in spite of the competitive bias o f the system 

they operate in:

Sean: Well some o f  the time, at the start, like, when you only come in to secondary, 
you are only learning new things and you do hear people saying you d o n ’t know how  
to study. A lot o f  people say it. I  fo u n d  it hard to study. 1 fo u n d  it hard to study on me 
own because, y o u ’d  get mixed up and y o u ’d  be forgetting things. I ’d  rather have 
someone beside me so that when youse both get stuck you can help each other out.
Like two minds work better than one.

Interview er: That’s interesting, so you are saying, maybe small groups o f students 
working together would have maybe been better that you working on your own?

Sean: Yeah, it could have. It would be better because you would have more people.
And you are learning more because you are around your friends and like, and you are 
enjoying it like. It's gonna make you want to learn it more. Other than being on your  
own and you ’re gonna get too stressful because you're not gonna know specific s tu ff to 
study.

Interview er: So you are able to share information?

Sean: You're able to share information with other people and like,...

Interview er: Teach each other?

Sean: Teach each other, i t ’s the best w ay...
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Here, Laura is asked about the programmes that helped her with study, but she includes the support

o f her classmates as an important factor in her earning:

Laura: Yeah. Say fo r  maths I  did  a programme at the NCI and that helped a lot and  
here in History we stayed behind in different subjects and that helped a lot. I f  you  
talked to your classmates as well and got them to explain it, it helps a lot as well.

Carmel found that coming to the school from another school after Junior Certificate was a positive

experience and, again, that collaborative learning was a significant factor in her development:

Carmel: When I  came to this school, I  could’t say a sentence in Irish. 1 actually 
remember getting in to trouble fo r  not saying it right. 1 was like, I  literally d o n ’t know  
how to say it. And like, a lot o f  the class helped me. They helped me along really well, 
and when I  came to 6th year as well, to do the orals they supported me, and the 
teachers as well.
[.. . .]
The help that stands out was getting help in Irish. That really stood out because I  
remember the firs t day I  got in trouble fo r  not being able to say a sentence right. So 
everybody helped me because everybody knew I  was brutal at it.

Even in 6‘'̂  year, Carmel found the access to the support o f her classmates as important:

Interview er: So there was some degree o f competition in the class was there?

Carmel: No, I  w ouldn’t say competition. But i f  someone was doing well in the class 
and I  wasn't, doing well, I  knew that I could get help o ff  them and I  knew then that 
I  'd say to myself, I  can do better, I  can get better. And they helped.

Nancy also found the atmosphere of her class a supportive one and had positive experiences of

teamwork learning:

Nancy: I think gradually getting to know people, because I ’m such a shy person, I 
knew the class completely and I knew I could ju s t talk to everyone. The class was 
really like, close, and w e’d all help each other constantly, so I think 1 learned my 
group skills from  being in a group that I was fam iliar with...

Students would not only provide academic support for each other, but would also provide supports

for personal problems, setting down normative behaviours and conflict resolution. Here, Julie

responds to a question as to the presence o f problems in the class regarding bullying.

Interview er: Were there times when, for example, bullying was a problem and if  it 
was, did you feel it would be dealt with?

Julie: I  think generally people fe lt  that i f  there was a problem, it would be dealt with.
But, I  think that the class we had, i f  we seen someone in the class giving someone a 
hard time, w e ’d  say, “here, listen ".

Interview er: You mean you would have dealt with it yourselves?

Julie: Yeah, exactly. I  think there wasn't many people in the class that would be 
victims o f  bullying, or that would be bullies. But I  think, any o f  us, I  know me and any 
o f  my friends, i f  we saw it we ’d  try and nip it in the bud so it d id n ’t go any further. [...]
We’d  sort it out and say ju s t leave it out, there’s no need fo r  that.
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Here, Anne describes her attempts to help another student through a difficult period in her life in

response to the following prompt:

Interviewer: Was there time when maybe someone didn’t get help, maybe when they 
needed it?

Anne: Yeah, 1 had a friend that fe lt as though she could’t get help or go to anyone and 
she was getting depressed and...

Interviewer: Really?

Anne: Yeah. It was mad weird to be around. Constantly crying and all. You just have 
to be there fo r  them as best as you can because, like, its like they have no one else that 
they can go to talk to.

Interviewer: Right...

Anne: They fee l just isolated.

Interviewer: I’m sure they just, they could go to a class tutor or whatever? Why did 
they not?

Anne: Cause sh e ’s not one fo r  telling people like what’s wrong with her. She’d rather 
just deal with it herself, like. She just shouldn’t...
[ . . . . ]
You just have to be there and like you're supposed to when your friend is telling you 
stuff like ... and they're telling you don’t say anythin’ like, and you're just alright like, 
and you feel bad then i f  they're making the wrong decision and they're after doing the 
wrong thing when you're supposed to be helping them because they're your friend...

Interviewer: And did you seek some help?

Anne: Well I did go to people and ask them about it, but you can’t just keep turning 
around and saying, "well I  have this fr ien d ”...sometimes, they're like, is it you? And 
you're like, no, I have a friend...

Linda found the social experience o f  school a positive one, the importance o f  being with her friends

as central to the enjoyment o f  school:

Linda: I  was excited coming to school because I  loved school. I  didn’t like Primary 
School, because o f  the Maths. But this was different because there was more people 
that you knew that are in the school...

Two students out o f  the remaining four found that perhaps their personality or competitive nature

was interfered with the development o f  good relations. Robert looks back on his competitive drive

as thwarting o f  his potential to be a fully functioning human being, something that he expresses

with great clarity here:

Robert: In my experience, 1 don’t necessarily think that working hard all the time will 
get you to your destination. It will get you to some place where you will feel happy for  
a while but, there is always an element where you work too hard and you miss on... 
because you have this mentality o f  working hard and you tend to miss a lot o f things 
and you don’t have that sometimes.

Interviewer: So, what do you miss i f  it is all hard work?
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Robert: 1 think, you know some people beat themselves up, and fo r  me obviously 
myself, I  feel like you know, i f  I had taken the time to create relationships and make 
relationships, I  probably would have been in a better place. And now, obviously all my 
Leaving Certificate friends and classmates all are gone but I  suppose i f  someone 
asked me then, you know, can we go out? I ’d be like. I ’m studying... hard work. It was 
obvious he was working hard and needed no distraction so, it was, you could work 
hard in a different way. You can work hard and play hard, enjoy everything, rather 
than just work hard and live to work.

Below, Kevin describes the feeling of being isolated from his class group, explains the importance

of common areas for socialising, but also a degree of culpability for his isolation as a mature

recognition that integration is a reciprocal relationship and process. He also identifies the

importance of having a group that he could identify with and to have time to meet. Kevin seems to

be speaking about something beyond straightforward conversation and describes a desire for deep

and meaningful dialogue and a need to be recognised by his classmates.

Kevin: ... I ’m glad to be in college because I ’m happier Because 1 didn't always feel 
part o f  the class. Most o f  my friends were in 5’̂  year because I  didn’t click with my 
class and I  fe lt valued by teachers, but not by my fellow students. I  didn’t feel that they 
cared. People in my class didn’t talk to me for the sake o f  entertainment, just the 
bare essentials that they needed to communicate like, get out o f  the way or give me 
that book. But nothing like, and, I don't know, the things I  was interested in, they were 
interested in something else. The people in 5''’ year, I had stu ff to talk about with them.
I was constantly in the canteen talking to them. I  remember in 5'* year I was doing 
homework or something to get out o f  the way. But in 6'  ̂ year I went down to the 
canteen to talk to the 5'^ years. In my year, no. I personally spent, I spent five years 
with those people and I  can say that I do not know them. I  don’t know them.

[ . . f
... i t ’s my fault as well, because I wasn't really sociable before that for some 
reason...

The final two interviewees identified other, negative, experiences of group dynamics. Patrick

identified himself as disruptive and he left school after completing the Junior Certificate. He was

asked if he had an awareness of how his behaviour was affecting others in the class.

Patrick: No that did not register at all. Sure it made, it kept me back because I didn’t 
do as good as maybe I  should have. So i f  it kept me back, God knows what it done to 
others.

Interviewer: Did people ever say, stop messin’ or, were you a class clown and people 
liked that there was a bit o f crack in the classroom?

Patrick: Yeah, that’s it yeah. Other than the teachers, nobody said stop messin’.

Interviewer: But it never occurred to you that it was affecting others?

Patrick: No, definitely never occurred that it was holding me and a lot o f  the other 
boys back.

Joanne describes the challenge of being different and being seen as different, particularly in the 

transition period from primary to secondary school.
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Joanne: Yeah, ‘cause most o f  the students were from  [main feeder school] and there
was only two or three o f  us from  St.  and that, because I  w asn’t from  the area,
nobody knew me. 1 was like a stranger and 1 used to kind o f  get picked on, bullied, 
because o f  my accent. They thought I  was posh and because 1 lived in a house and at 
the time me parents were together, they thought 1 was different.
[...]
Yeah ‘cause I  used to kind o f  get stick o ff  some o f  them because 1 was more 
academically driven than they would be. I ’d  be doing my homework. I ’d  be doing ok 
on tests and things, and they'd be oh, look at her, kind o f  saying that I  was a teachers 
pet, or I  was a, whatever....

Interview er: Was that difficult?

Joanne: It was a bit difficult sometimes, but I  was doing it fo r  meself. That I  d id n ’t 
have to be a sheep kind o f  thing...

John also speaks o f this labelling:

IVe often laughed about it, about the ways the lads in the class went on. It is ju s t  
something you have to deal with. The teachers got as much stick as I  did. You know, 
“Favouritism ” snide remarks, you ju s t kind o f  have to get on with it. It is ju s t the way 

people are. It was difficult in first and second year because it was more malicious, you  
are ju s t trying to f in d  your fe e t and s tu ff in secondaiy school, impressing the boys in 
5'* and 6'''yea rs ...

All but one o f the young people spoke in a significant way about teamwork and belonging in

their interviews, either as a meaningfiil presence or a significant or significant absence.

Name Relationship/Dialogue Teamwork

John V V
Anne V V
Kevin V V
Patrick V X

Joanne V V
Laura V V
Linda V V
Nancy V V
Robert V V
Sean V V
Julie V V

Cannel V V
Total 12 11
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6.6 Crisis: Fear and Stress

Each o f the twelve students identified a personal crisis during their time in the school and 

saw this as something that they worked to overcome and, with perspective, as something that 

contributed to who they are now. Here crisis is taken to mean not an impending catastrophe, but a 

necessary turning point, a crucial moment in development calling for the marshalling o f resources 

for growth, recovery and differentiation.®^' Given the association o f Erikson’s identification of 

adolescence as the period in human development as the identity crisis, this finding is significant 

and adds support to the recent research relating to Erikson’s developmental m o d e l . H e r e  the 

crises related to the various experiences, challenges and changes of life that happen during the 

school years and are certainly considered symptomatic o f the larger identity crisis o f adolescence 

identified by Erikson.

Here, John describes his experience o f a school in transition, the period when a new

principal arrived and his hopes that the school would change for the better. He describes the

problems as he tried to keep his work at Honours level in a mixed ability class that were not all

pulling in the same direction:

John: We started in firs t year with 27 and very fe w  were academically driven, fo r  
what ever reason. Maybe personality, or it was never instilled that is was important or 

fo r  social reasons. There are many factors why people value or don't value or like or 
don't like education. We ended with 16 from  the 27 with about fo u r  coming back from  
the previous year So we fin ished  with maybe 12 out o f  the 27. Nobody looked at that 
and said that that was strange, that was ju s t the way it was. But fo r  me to be in a 
classroom, especially fo r  Leaving Cert when I  was doing Honours level subjects and  
maybe other people weren't. You know, it is difficult, to sit in amongst...

John describes how these experiences gave him a sense o f identity. He was doing Honours level in

his subjects, while others weren’t. In spite o f the difficulties this may have caused him, it

contributed to his sense o f self and he describes his thought process going into his senior years in

the school and the changes that he perceived as important. John also is explicit about the fact that

there is “always someone” as essential to his experience o f education and o f the relational nature of

identity development. John is also insightful in the necessity for the conditions o f school climate

and leadership to be right for these important relationships to flourish:

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 16.
See: Marcia. Also: Cote, "Sociological Perspectives on Identity Formation: The Culture-Identity Link and 

Identity Capital." And: Cote and Levine, Identity Formation, Agency, and Culture: A Social Psychological 
Synthesis.

278



John: For me it was, I  was used to that sort o f  interaction with people. 1 am a very 
one-to-one sort ofperson. I like to talk to people, get a feel fo r  them, they get a fee l for  
me and take it from there. Most o f  the things that I  have done in my life, from  
primary school, secondary school, everything was built on relationships. It is ju st so 
important to build a relationship with somebody to know where you 're gonna go, 
where you 're at and how you 're gonna get there and that that person is gonna be 
with you along the way. When you ’re in secondary school, you know the only people 
you really have, i f  you have ambitions, are your teachers. It came to a point, where I 
sat down after third year, had a good long think about what I  wanted to do and said, 
look, there's no harm. I f  I  go in and do fourth year, fifth year, as it was because there is 
no transition year, and it doesn't work out and I ’m not getting what I  want, I  can still 
drop out and start 5'^ year in another school. I  was willing to give the school a chance 
because o f  the changes that were made. I  don't think the teachers that were there 
changed that much, I  think it was my perception o f  what was going on here changed. It 
would be wrong o f  me to say that before [new principal] came in, they d idn’t want to 
know anything, because that s not true, they did. I t ’s just too hard to form relationships 
when there was so much going on around you. There was so much disruption, and just, 
like an asylum at times and the teachers had more on their plate that giving one to one 
attention. But it is not something I  would say that I  got no attention in first and second 
years, they gave me what they could. It is just what was going on in the school, they 
could't give me what I  needed. But in third year, I  said right, I  got to get a Junior Cert 
outta this and we did the whole course in one year. We did it with the help o f  the 
teachers, we were given extra help, extra tuition, extra guidance, extra anything we 
wanted because there was a bit o f  stability. The teachers didn’t have to focus on the 
bad things about the school, didn't have to constantly look over their shoulder to see 
who's car is after being smashed in to next, or which statues down the back stairs had 
been smashed up. That sort o f  thing. The teachers were freed up to give the pupils 
more attention and that was when 1 looked and said that there are potential 
relationships here in the school that I  can build up to give me what I need. I know that 
sounds a bit selfish, what I need, but my whole young adolescent life was focused on 
getting a good education.

Nancy identifies a seemingly innocuous conversation between herself and a teacher in an infonnal

situation that had a life changing significance for her. Her identity was challenged by a teacher and

she now reflects on how her life may have developed as she describes this critically transfonnative

dialogue:

Nancy: It was like in first year, I  used to hang around with a really bad crowd. And 
when I went to Sunderland, I  won a trip to Sunderland. I remember talking to 
[teacher] and I  was talking about all this and he was like, you are better just being 
with people you know, and stu ff like that. I  started to talk to [another student] and all 
and getting to know those really well. I realised I  should't be hanging around with the 
people that were like older than me and stuff. I  kind o f  understood real friendship and 
stuff. Like, [teacher] was, you should be with people your own age and stuff. That was 
like the turning point fo r  everything, before that I  wouldn't really care about English 
and all that. After the trip to Sunderland it just changed my whole perspective on 
things.
[ . . . ]
Interview er: where are those people who you were talking about, do you know where 
they are now?
Nancy: One is in drug rehabilitation, the other has a kid and the rest are in FAS.
[...]
When I look back and I see them walking by outside my window outside my house, I 
think that could have been me, thank God.
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Joanne speaks o f an unspecified crisis in the interview, but describes the essential support a school

can provide and the importance o f a whole school sensitivity in responding to such crises:

Joanne: Well there was a big change at home and that kind o f  threw me and at one 
stage 1 wasn’t going to come back to school. But 1 had a lot o f  support from the school 
and like, there was one o f  the teachers and she rang me and encouraged me to come 
back and I  had a lot o f  supports there. I  don't know, I  used to come in here crying and 
being in bits and like. I f  I  hadn't the supports that I  had...God knows... Yeah...

Robert describes a deeply significant existential crisis, suicidal ideation, and the event that changed

his life in response to a question about the source o f his decision making and motivation;

Robert: There is only one source to that. And now this is the honest truth. 1 do not 
wake up every single day by my own self. People might think I ’m silly, but 1 ’m going to 
say it anyway. The only thing that keeps me motivated is the love o f God. And that is 
literally it. I f  not because o f  faith, I  probably wouldn t be standing here today. And that 
is the honest truth. And now I  don't need anyone to motivate me. I  don’t need 
competition, it is Just completely loose for me, and I  don’t make my decision by the 
seeming majority, but I  make my decision out o f  love, i f  you get me?

Interview er: Yes, I do. So faith, if I was to call it spirituality would that be 
appropriate? Or would you like something stronger?

Robert: Faith in Christ. Because it is my daily basis. Like some days I wake up, you 
know, feeling crap about myself there is something unique about having faith in 
something. I  don't know what it is fo r  other people, but I  have faith in Christ. Other 
people believe in other things and I  respect that, you know, but I  believe in Christ.

Interview er; Right. Is that faith something that was part of your youth, or is that 
something you developed?

Robert: It is something that come into my system, while I  was, around the summer o f  
fifth year It kind o f  completely changed my views, my views o f this world, and 
everything complexity changed. That is literally it.
[...Jit was through a dark moment in my life when I  was seriously tired o f  working so 
hard and no result. I  was getting to the point o f  disappointment, you know after putting 
in the effort and you don't really see it. People don't notice it. I  was really, really sick 
and tired o f  myself....
[...J Academically, socially, in fact all the aspects o f  my life, everything was threw 
down on me. Because like a couple offriends, i f  you remember, they moved out, and 
even the little things that get me was going around people, I  d idn’t get that anymore.
So it was pulling me a bit o ff scale and that affected me in different ways. The more I 
think about it, it Just complicated issues and I  kind o f  drove people away. People 
became distanced from me and I  was left in this place. So I  suppose, where this came 
from, was I  decided to give my life to Christ. I  saw my broken-ness and I  could’t take it 
anymore and I  was literally, I  had ideas o f  suicide, actually i f  I ’m right, I  had it fo r  a 
while.

Two girls, Laura and Carmel, both describe the changing o f school as a significant crisis in their

lives. Laura describes a time when she felt unhappy and changed schools which, in turn, changed

her entire perspective on education and life;

Laura: Well 1 was in a different school and I  really didn’t like it. You'd get free classes 
a lot and I knew I w asn’t gonna do well and me brothers warned me but I  didn’t listen, 
so I  Just decided to move schools.
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Interviewer: You did your Junior Cert at this school, were you were happy with your 
result?

Laura: Yeah. 1 picked up two new subjects and I  got higher levels and I got Cs so I  
was delighted. [laughter].
[ .. .]
1 just wasn’t happy [at her previous school] and my guidance counsellor copped on.
She was my science teacher as well and she just knew, so she said it to me Ma. Me Ma 
didn't want me to move, its was like, no, you 're not gonna make friends so easily, its 
gonna be hard. But she actually says now was the best thing fo r  me to move schools.
[ . . . ]

I was thinking about leaving after me Junior Cert. I  hated school, and then 1 moved 
and it was a completely different thing. It was like, I  want to go to college.

Carmel describes being unhappy and thinking about dropping out before moving schools. She feels

i f  she had not moved schools, she would have dropped out o f  education:

Interviewer: How long did you feel, unhappy?

Carmel: The whole time 1 was there. Yeah.

Interviewer: Every day?

Carmel: Yeah. The girls were dijferent to me. They were all into themselves and into 
dancing and hair and makeup, and I  ju st wanted to do me work and go home, and play 
football and what-not...

Interviewer: That was difficult. Did you get help, did teachers see that? Was there 
was there anyone that asked you were you ok?
Carmel: Me Mam set me up with the counsellor that was in the school, but that was 
only because I  said I  wanted to move school and move in with my nanny and leave 
[Dublin suburb]. The counsellor said, she just said that it was a big step forward to 
change schools, especially after doing my Junior Cert with all them, and they were, 
their educational system, they ways they ran things they said going to another school 
would be very difficult. But..
[ .. .]
No I  think i f  I  had stayed, i f  I hadn’t moved here, I  definitely would have dropped out.

Patrick describes a significant change that occurred to him after leaving school and doing a FAS 

course:

Patrick: When I  started in first year I came here with all my friends and I  was 
thinking, oh yeah this is easy and this ’II be a joke, like handy. Just get to me 
Junior Cert. I  had the idea o f getting me Junior Cert and leaving after that and 
then that’s exactly what happened. The first to third year was a complete 
nightmare. 1 struggled through them three years massively and was getting in to 
a lot o f trouble and 1 was in and out o f  trouble in here a lot o f  the time.
Eventually when I  did get me Junior Cert done there was arguments at home 
and the likes o f  me, me Ma and me Da and me wantin' to leave school. They 
didn’t want me to leave, o f  course, but I  thought I knew everything, you know.
So I  just took it upon meself and left. 1 took that year out and went and done a 
FASFAS course and 1 was thinking, do this FAS course and get a job  and that’s 
it, life is sorted. But I  done the FAS course, it just wasn’t fo r me. There was a lot 
o f  dossing, basically, getting paid fo r  doing nuttin’ and Fm thinking, oh this is 
handy. But then towards the end o f  the FAS course I  was thinking to meself Fm  
not gonna get anywhere with this. This isn’t how me life is gonna be. So I 
decided to come back. Done fifth year, done the LCA went to 6'^ year and done 
me Leaving Cert and 1 was chuffed. It has definitely helped me a lot.
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Julie’s crisis is something positive that occurred, a significant event that changed her understanding

of herself and her possibilities:

Julie: 1 remember this and 1 think I ’ll always remember it, being positively rewarded 
fo r  doing well on exams. Like 1 did  really well in the mocks and the teacher called me 
out o f  the room and I  said, oh no, I'm  after getting in trouble. And she said, you 're 
after getting an A, and I  remember thinking, " I ’m after getting an A and I  can do that 
in my Junior Cert. ”  Like positive reinforcement. You 're after getting rewarded fo r  it so 
its gonna happen again. I f  they said  you got an A, you could have gotten an A+, then 
you 're gonna say I  'm not gonna do that, its true I  ’m probably not gonna do that well.

Anne’s major crisis seemed to happen in the years since she left school. Here, she describes a

previously unreflective state of consciousness and a developing consciousness. She describes an

education designed to mculcate through a banking style o f education for “robots” :

Anne: I  think like ‘cause y o u ’re with them and you kind o f  know them like and you  
meet a new bunch o f  people they ’re not like your old  friends. In college everyone ju st 
wants to kind o f  go o ff  like, experiment and do s tu ff and your old friends are like, no,
and you ’re like, oh God. We went away to Galway fo r  the weekend with our college
friends. It was like. I ’ve never done this with my own friends. Every time I  go away.
I ’m normally like supervised like. A nd to go away with them not have anyone there 
with, it was like none o f  my friends do this like. A nd  we were a altogether like, it was 
ju s t mad...

Interview er: I think what you are talking about there is the small, kind o f enclosed 
nature o f the school can sometimes stop you ...

Anne: From being who you are. Doing what you want to do.

Interview er: Is that what you think?

Anne: You’re hiding behind your, like, I  know that its gonna sound stupid, but y o u ’re 
hiding behind your uniform. Its like its giving you a mask and your role is ju s t to sit in 
the class and learn. Whereas in college, you wear your own clothes, everyone is an 
individual like no one is the same, ‘cause its [school] like 17 robots in the class. Like 
some people go in with earrings or whatever, but in college i f  a rocker walked in like 
th ey’re with their group offriends but in school its just, like robots, ...

Kevin responds with an interesting insight to the question: “Were there any interventions or

programmes that you were involved in that you feel added to your personal development?” Kevin

is confronted with an existential question in the face o f a project he has to do, and he develops a

critical perspective on knowledge and his own education. He experiences a significant epiphany.

Kevin: . . .A thing that I  remember was the Trinity Access Project. I  was really excited 
about that when I  was like introduced to it by [teacher]. I  was really, ju s t it was 
something new. Something completely new. Before that I  never had the idea o f  being 
interested in something...
[....]
Like writing a project. Writing, I  thought fo r  ages.
[ .. .]
Bram S toker’s Dracula. Now that I  look back on it, it really w asn’t good English, or 
whatever. But it ju s t got me, not that it improved my English, but ju s t the idea o f  
getting me interested in certain things. I  mean beforehand, I  had some help from  my
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dad, but 1 was thinking fo r ages about it and I thought: Am I not interested in 
anything? And it just, how can 1 say it? It made me think about things. Before, I had 
just a monotonous life, 1 ju st did what people told me to do...

Linda’s crisis was tiiat she thought of dropping out over a conflict with one teacher. The question,

did you ever think o f dropping out?:

Linda: In fifth year

Interview er: At what stage?

Linda: I  think it was after Christmas. It was just because one o f  the teachers ju st kept 
naggin ’ at me. I  just got fe d  up. 1 know it was just one teacher, loads o f  them were all right, 
but it just one teacher that bugged me but 1 thought, I  only have a year left so what’s the 
point?

Interview er: Did you talk to anyone about it, or was this just in your head?

Linda: Yeah, I  got it in my head, its just that sh e ’s naggin’ at me. Then me ma is like, y o u ’ve 
got a year left, what’s the point in leavin ’? You 're after comin 'this far...

Interview er: So you were able to talk to your mother about it then?

Linda: Yah. She goes stick it out you have a year left.

Interview er: What if your mother didn’t give you that advice, do you think you would have 
done it?

Linda: No I  would have talked to someone to see is my choice right before I done it.

Finally, Sean expressed a resistance to decision making for fear o f  making the wrong choice. This

reticence to seek help seems to accord with what Erikson considers the psychosocial moratorium.

The moratorium is an interregnum or interval for re-synthesising residual childhood identity

conflicts according to the role models sanctioned by the society. This is a time to be free o f the

burden of adult commitments and, according to Erikson, it seems to be built into the schedule of

human development in the transition from childhood to adulthood and involves a delay from adult

responsibilities, providing individuals with the time to develop their adult identity. Sean seems to

be seeking that space for himself:

Sean: Well I  feel like when I  left school, I  didn’t really know what I  wanted to do. 1 
wasn't sure like.
[ .. .]
1 avoided it a bit. I  d idn’t want to go in making decisions, say set a goal on something 
and 4 or 5 weeks into it say, I ’m after making the wrong decision. I  don’t want to do 
this, and then once you do that everything is all negative, and after that when you go 
to apply fo r  a college, you ’re not gonna be positive, its gonna be negative, because 
you are gonna be thinking back to your past and saying this is how this went and you 
will have a structure in your head and it could turn you o ff going to college. But you 
have to know what you are doing before you go into a course, you have to know 
everything in the course, what you need, what your gonna be doing before you do it.
[...]
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The things 1 sorted out m yself because when you got into year you d id n ’t really 
want to be talking about 1 want to do this or I  want to do that, it was more you were 
saying I  want to get the Leaving Cert out o f  the way and then you want to choose from  
there and then and its your choice.
[ . . . ]
Not really, I  ju s t I  dealt with my problems myself, like. There s no point, I  didn't need 
anyone to sort out my problems. I  sorted them out myself.

While Sean seems to be speaking o f a psychosocial moratorium here, there is a sense o f paralysis

in his words. However, a significant number o f the participants spoke about feeling “scared” or

expressed fear as an important factor in their experiences and was as a significant experience in a

number of the interviews. It seemed to arise from a variety o f stimuli or sources. It is important to

recall that both Freire and Erikson identified fear as central to their understandings o f oppression

and negative identity. For Freire, fear was the internalized image o f the oppressor and is the result

o f  adopted perspectives that inhibit individual freedom. Freedom would require the individual to

eject or reject these images and replace them with autonomy and responsibility. Erikson believed

that fear has its origins in infantile anxieties and accompanied the individual throughout the stages

o f life, but he also identified that fear in the presence o f “power spheres, spheres o f influence,

jurisdiction, and possession, and above all, o f spheres o f exploitation.”®̂^

Here, Anne describes being seventeen and leaving school and the pressures that entails,

particularly from a young person from a family without the cultural or educational capital to

support such a transitional phase. As with Sean’s case above, there is a fear o f making the wrong

decision or making a mistake and being somewhat alone in this:

Anne: 1 think that it was ju s t like, you 're kinda used to having your friends, like you've 
been with your friends since primary school and then new people come in and out but 
you're still with them six or seven people, so kind o f  movin ’ on and on your own and 
not having anyone like is ju s t scary like...
[ . . .]
You ju s t like, no one can prepare you fo r  being like, fo r  going o f f  on your own. Like 
they can ju s t help you like, but they c a n ’t say its gonna be like this, because its not 
gonna be. You ’II ju s t be on your own.
[ . . . ]
Very unprepared because you're so young like, you're so much is going on around that 
time. Like your Leaving Cert, your graduation from  school and then, you're waiting on 
your results to come out and then you are waiting fo r  your letter to say that you got 
accepted into that college that you wanted to go to or else you're not getting accepted 
into the college that you wanna go to so you're kind o f  having to decide and then i f  
you've all your eggs in one basket and you've nothing else left like 1 had, you ju s t kind  
o f  have to make decision quickly on your own on what you're gonna do like.
[ . . . ]
Yeah, leaving school and starting college because you are going into the world on 
your own and you, and you ’re scared like, what the hell?!

Erikson, Childhood and Society, 395-396.a
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Nancy also describes a post-Leaving Certificate fear related to college choice and making that 

transition and how her family supported her:

Nancy: The first week o f  college I  cried fo r  the whole week, I  don't want to go back.
Everyone is so smart, I don’t know what I ’m doing. I t ’s just like why am I  doing this?
What am I  doing [on this] course? So the first week my Mam was like, it was all to do 
with a politics book that I  found really difficult 'cause I  could’t read it, which meant I  
couldn't do the rest o f  the year because I  could’t read this book. My Mam was like 
silting down reading it with me, like. I ’ll get this done with you. She was like, she 
didn't have a clue either, but it was like I ’ll help you with it. But the first week it was 
like, I  can’t do this, i t ’s way too hard.

Joanne also spoke of college as the time of fear or stress in her interview. She was asked about the

college careers programme and whether that allowed her to clarify her careers related thoughts any

more than she had done at school:

Joanne: Umm, it is still something I ’m working on because I  ended up on [course] 
first and I  thought that was right. But when I  was in it fo r  a few  weeks I kind o f  
freaked out and found out it wasn’t fo r  me, that I  d idn’t research properly, that I  d idn’t 
think about it. Now, I  think. I ’m in the right thing.

Julie describes a fear of failure, particularly when teachers are pushing a student to do a higher

level paper in a subject, again perhaps in a class where it might not be the norm and when familial

expectations mightn't be demanding of such levels of achievement:

Julie: It's scu)y. Its daunting because, if  you 're gonna make that decision, you 're 
gonna have to put in the work behind it. And sometimes, you can’t see your own 
potential and sometimes you need someone to point it out, and to have someone 
believe in you. to like, I think you can do that, while y o u ’re saying. I ’m not gonna do 
that. I ’m gonna get a big F i f  I  try that.

Laura speaks of a particular fear that developed in the classroom related to reading aloud, but she

also identifies school or classroom atmosphere as a potential factor in facilitating positive change;

Laura: Actually in me old school I  was best friends with this girl and she moved away 
when I  had to stand up and read out loud in first and second year, suddenly I  couldn't 
anymore. I was getting so nervous. I  went to the counsellor but it didn’t really help 
at all. Now in college I ’d stand up and give a presentation and I ’m grand like. I  don't 
know what it was. When I  moved schools it helped a lot as well. I  think its the 
atmosphere as well you know?

Carmel, who suffered panic attacks speaks of safety and security as important factors in negotiating

this challenge and of the stimuli that caused the attacks:

Carmel: They, it happens to me at like, mad times. Like i f  I ’m in a small space it 
happens. I f  I ’m just overwhelmed with stuff that’s going on, like i f  I ’m in a hurry to 
do something, it ju st comes on me. Like I  click my fingers. The smallest things set it
off
[...]
Interviewer: You never had them before? And would you put it down to the Leaving 
Cert, or were there other stressors in your life going on at that time?
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Carmel: 1 ’d  say s tu jf outside as well, fam ily  s tu ff and me Ma and me Da. But then 
because 1 was so young doing the Leaving Cert as well.

Interviewer: How old were you?

Carmel: 16.
[ ...]
Interviewer: Within the school did you get any help in coping with this? Did anyone 
sit you down and discuss this with you and go through how you might deal with a 
panic attack?

Carmel: [Principal] helped me a few  times, [guidance counsellor] and [vice
principal] and [teacher] as well.

Interviewer: So you had lots o f teachers involved?

Carmel: Yeah.

Interviewer; Did that help? Or was it, oh no here it comes?

Carmel: It helped in that I  knew that, because youse knew what was going on, 1 knew  
that 1 ’d  be safe, because youse knew what to do.

Linda speaks o f a fear o f asking a question in class, but also o f the extra support that can be

essential to students success.

Linda: /  used to be quiet and couldn’t ask the teacher fo r  help.

Interviewer: When someone is quiet or needs help, now you are more open...

Linda: /  w ouldn’t ask a question, I ’d  be like ... stuck, and ju st make m eself worse.

Interviewer: Yeah. Can you suggest ways to help people like that?

Linda: Like some people would be afraid to pu t up their hand and ask a question,
because they get the question and you d o n ’t. But, with the [Maths teacher], h e ’d  take 
you back after school on a Friday and cover a whole w eek’s work in two hours. And  
some days before the exams h e ’d  open the school on a Saturday and that helped me 
completely.

Robert speaks of a feeling o f inferiority and insecurity caused by his move to a new school and a

new country and the cultural differences he encountered.

Interviewer: Was there a time when he you may have needed assistance related to 
stress or personal challenges.

Robert: That’s a difficult question. Obviously, I ’d  have to go back and think o f  my time 
when 1 was in [school]. Definitely in my time 1 had difficulties. Anyways, when 1 came 
to this country, you know, considering the move, it was a shock to the system. Even fo r  
a couple o f  years I  was in the mood o ffeeling  not able to communicate and I  was kind  
o f  placed a standard fo r  Irish people, and I  never thought I  could actually associate 
with them. I  was actually hearing dirty comments about them and that so it made me 
fe e l inferior to them and I  p u t them in a superior [position]. So, the relationship 
wasn 't really great with them. We ju s t kind o f  said hello, hi.
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Kevin, indicates a potentially fearful or stressful situation, that o f being from a different culture, but 

states he felt no stress or fear as a result. His personal response is different to the one described by 

Robert above:

Kevin: 1 fe lt  that when I  got into firs t year that 1 didn't f i t  in so well. That was 
probably because I  w asn’t feeling  completely comfortable in the society that the school 
houses everyday. And 1 was trying to, It was like I  was sealed o ff  from  the rest o f  the 
group. And 1 ju s t tried to do my work and sit o f f  in a corner by myself. Then as I  went 
along I  tried to communicate more with the people in my class. Sometimes 1 was 
accepted, sometimes I  w asn’t accepted. Obviously, naturally, because everyone has 
that problem. And then towards the end, I  kind o f  grasped more the, 1 d o n ’t know  
social ability? To kind o f  not cause conflict, not cause conflict, and socialise with 
everyone, no matter what they do. So I  tried to f i t  in. It's probably because I  had  
friends outside o f  [area] o f  the school towards the end o f  fifth  and sixth year. So I  
could probably say I  was more o f  a sociable person. But before that it was quite, it 
was very...

Interview er: It was difficult for you?

Kevin: It wasn't difficult, it was monotonous.

John also describes an isolation in his early years in the school, but again, does not describe fear or

stress, more the day to day monotony o f being perceived as different.

John: Yeah, I  mean. There was a fa ir  bit, 1 was on the end o f  a fa ir  bit o f  bullying in 
First and Second year I  experienced that in primary school as well, because I  kept my 
head down as well. I  got my work done and because I  d id n ’t get any g u ff  o ff  teachers, 
there was something going on there and that wasn't acceptable. You have a class fu ll  
o f  people who aren't into the education system or education itself. The same thing 
happened here in the firs t couple o f  years. I  was at the end o f  a fa ir  bit o f  stick, but it 
was never too bad. I'm  from  the area, you know, you d o n ’t sort o f  mess with your own, 
that is the way we were brought up. That sort o f  thing. Snide comments, remarks here 
and there. I  experienced that fo r  the remainder o f  my time as well, but it ju s t slid  o ff  
my back and into the water There was no malice in it. I  think it was ju s t that people, 
ju st seen me as being different, or wanting to be different. Whether people didn't like 
that or thought that it was a bit pretentious, I  don't know, whatever It is difficult to the 
degree that, you're not all popular with everybody because you're not acting the clown 
and s tu ff like that. I  got on with it, I  kept my head down.

Finally, Patrick describes a full resistance to engage in change or reflection relating to his

behaviours and chosen path in life:

Patrick: I  was ju s t basically getting in to trouble and that was it. 1 was sent to [the 
principal] a couple o f  times. He spoke to me and a lot o f  the things he said made 
sense, but I  didn't see it as making sense. But when 1 look back on it now, it definitely 
did, but 1 was young, I  wasn't takin ’ it in, the way he was giving it out. So, nah, I  was 
ju st thinking ju s t listen here and I'll get outta here and get back to the class and start 
all over again.

Interventions such as the one descried above had no impact on Patrick, he continued on his path in

a single-minded fashion. Going to a counsellor in the school had no influence:

Patrick: She was only a young girl, she used to take students out o f  the classes and sit 
them down and talk to them. A couple in the class went to it, and came back and said  
oh yeah, it s deadly, you get out o f  class fo r  40 minutes. You don't have to do the class.
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Tha t’s what /  was thinking. I  wasn't thinking o f  it as them going and helping me with
m y issues. But 1 was going to her ju s t to get out o f  class and doss.

Patrick eventually decided to return, but his aim was to get the Junior Cert and get out o f school:

Patrick: No, nothing beyond that. Get Junior Cert done, leave and get a job. That s it.
T ha t’s life sorted, but it doesn’t work that way.

W hat is significant from the exploration o f this theme is that fear or anxiety can have a debilitating 

impact on a student. The source or cause o f the fear or anxiety can be anything from fear of 

speaking out or asking a question, to Leaving Certificate anxiety to a fear o f an unknown future. 

However, again the insight is that much o f the anxiety arises from, as Robert explains, 'feeling not 

able to communicate.'^ For some o f the students it was family, other students or teachers, but 

across the interviews when fear was expressed, the presence o f others was a significant factor in 

overcoming the blocks associated. The other interesting outcome was that each o f the female 

participants expressed a fear or anxiety in relation to their educational experiences. However, only 

one male, Robert {it made me fe e l inferior) spoke openly about feeling fear or anxiety. The other 

male participants presented a no-frills approach in their recollections: Sean ( /  ju s t I  dealt with my 

problem s myself, like), Kevin {It wasn't difficult, it was monotonous) and Patrick ( /  was ju st 

basically getting in to trouble and that was it). Whether this is a function of individual differences 

or o f  gender related social nomis is uncertain, but interesting. Whether expressed or unexpressed as 

fear, the behaviours associated with the comments from the male participants indicate some failure 

to integrate the ego positively with society. Sean’s psychosocial moratorium, Kevin’s failure to 

integrate and find commonalities with his peers and Patrick’s behavioural problems all speak to 

adolescents trying to find out how they relate to the world. As the specific developmental task for 

the adolescent involves identifying, evaluating, and selecting values and roles for adult life, 

Erikson's work points to ways o f thinking about the teacher-pupil relationship that may supply 

teachers and counsellors with a language and a framework for understanding and helping young 

people through anxious and fearful times. Many fears are associated with periods o f change and 

transitions and Anne, Nancy, Joanne, Julie, Laura, Carmel, Linda and Robert expressed feelings of 

stress and anxiety in their interviews and how the presence and support o f others were important in 

responding proactively to these periods o f crisis. In light o f  Erikson’s eight stages psychosocial 

development, the strong reciprocal feature in generativity that lends itself to the development o f 

positive change is key in the experience o f adolescent crisis in the secondary school.
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6.8 Insights and Transitions

Periods o f transition are times when an identity must be searched for or questioned and 

adolescence is involved with finding an answer to the identity questions: Who am I? What do I 

want to become? When identity is not easily or readily conferred to the individual by society, or 

does not appear as a maturational phenomenon, it must be acquired through a sustained individual 

effort in the presence of, and the assistance of, others. A failure to work actively on one's identity 

formation, or to have one’s identity recognised by the society to which one belongs, carries with it 

the danger o f role diffusion, which may result in alienation and a sense o f isolation and confusion. 

This explains the sense o f fear that is expressed by many o f the interviewees. Erikson finds that 

identity confusion is not just a matter of contradictory self-images or aspirations, roles or 

opportunities, but a central disturbance dangerous for the whole ecological interaction o f a mind 

with its environment.''^''

Name 1 Year 
Transition

Junior
Certificate
Transition

Thought of 
Dropping 

out

Post-
Leaving

Cert

Crises

John V X X V 2

Anne X X X V 1

Kevin V V X X 2

Patrick X V V V 3

Joanne V X V V 3

Laura X V X V 2

Linda X V V X 2

Nancy V X V V 3

Robert X X X V 1

Sean X V V V 3

Julie X V X V 2

Carmel V V X V 3

Total 5 7 5 10

The method for quantifying and illustrating the data relating to transitions and crises as presented 

above was selected as the most appropriate because sometimes responses evolved or were

Erikson, "Autobiographic N otes on the Identity Crisis," 749.
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developed over the course o f the entire interview. This particular phenomenon is difficult to 

quantify in ways other than as narrative because the interviewee has to present their understanding 

o f experience to make it relatable to the interviewer. Taking the limitations relating to narrative and 

interpretation o f data into account, what became apparent as the responses were analysed was that 

the various transitions that take place over a student’s school life all hold potential for identity 

confusion or integration as identified by Erikson. Interestingly, the most significant time o f these 

crises was the period after leaving school and the time starting college, work or other transitional 

routes. The clear majority o f respondents found this time challenging. John found it “horrible” and 

Anne “scary” . They express a fear o f  making a “mistake” (Sean and Robert) or o f self doubt 

(Nancy). This period o f life presents a clear indication o f a potentially dangerous or testing period 

where issues o f  identity (What do I want to do? What is important to me?) are paramount or 

manifest. It is a time when something more structured may be put in place to keep a link between 

the home, school and community to assist young people with the transitional phase into the life of 

college and work and other potential developmental routes. Just as young people are in the midst 

o f the transition from childhood to adulthood and adult responsibilities, they leave school and find 

that an important support network developed over five years is broken and important links and 

avenues o f help are removed. This research finds that there is room for developing a more 

comprehensive or coordinated approach to helping young people in this particularly difficult period 

o f transition. Clear socio-economic disparities persist and trends in the patterns o f participation 

among certain socio-economic groups into Higher Education continues to be problematic.^^^ This 

finding is also supported by research from the ESRI, which finds that young people from less 

advantaged backgrounds are far more reliant on advice from their school in making post-school 

decisions and particularly decisions in relation to higher education e n t r y . O t h e r  research has 

come to similar conclusions.®^’ John expressed this fact clearly in his interview: “When y o u ’re in 

secondary school, you  know the only people you really have, i f  you  have ambitions, are your 

teachers. ” F lynn’s school based research also identified that the socio-economic status o f students

McCoy and others, "Hidden Disadvantage?: A Study of the Low Participation in Higher Education by the 
Non-Manual Group."

Smyth and McCoy, Improving Second-Level Education: Using Evidence fo r  Policy Development.
Selina McCoy and Delma Byrne, "The Sooner the Better I Could Get out of There': Barriers to Higher 

Education Access in Ireland," Irish Educational Studies 30, no. 2 (2011). Emer Smyth and Joanne Banks, 
"There Was Never Really Any Question of Anything Else': Young People's Agency, Institutional Habitus and 
the Transition to Higher Education," British Journal o f  Sociology o f  Education 33, no. 2 (2012).
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may severely hinder their ability to achieve academically as a consequence o f a lack o f practical 

knowledge concerning what it takes to earn cultural capital.

For Erikson the three dimensions o f ego, personal, and social identities need to come

together during the identity crisis stage. A sense o f identity confusion is identified in the

participants in this research as fear o f  making a “mistake” o f being “terrified”, o f  expressing doubt,

confiision and “freaking out.” At adolescence, Erikson argues, young people are preoccupied,

sometimes morbidly, by how they appear in the eyes o f others as they search for a new sense o f

continuity and sameness in this time o f crisis and c h a n g e . I t  is for this reason that the

moratorium for the integration o f the foregoing stages o f childhood development into the new

constructions offered by society or the polls becomes important. Successfiil negotiation o f the

adolescent stage results in the development o f fidelity. Fidelity means loyalty and is the ability to

live in the social world in spite o f its imperfections and contradictions and intergenerational

generativity and acculturation are inescapably necessary for this development to occur. Fidelity

means that the youth has found a place in that community, a place that will allow them to

contribute and be recognised:

In youth, the life history intersects with history; here the individuals are confimied in 
their identities and societies regenerated in their life style.

In the epigenetic understanding o f identity development, previous crises such as Trust versus

Mistrust, Autonomy versus Shame and Doubt, Initiative versus Guilt and Industry versus

Inferiority find new contexts with which the previous childhood identity elements must be

integrated. Indeed, this phenomenon found expression when students referred to sticking with what

they knew or “comfort” when faced with the crises or decisions adolescence presented:

“5o it was like, I ’d  rather ju s t stick with the com fort...” (Nancy)
“/  think its the comfort o f  all those subjects and knowing them and then going into a 
completely different, like politics, and s tu ff like that.'" (Nancy)
“Because it was what I  knew, I  knew from  being in year, I  knew how to sit down 
and do an exam. I  thought that would be the best option." (Carniel)
“/  made the decision to ju s t do the normal subjects what I ’ve always been doing.... I  
stuck as a conservative. ” (Sean)

The mutuality which Erikson identifies as a basic trust that finds its expression in the optimism

that, “somebody there” can act as a guide, support or mentor during the difficult period o f life as

the young person makes the transition from the world o f the family and school to the public

958 p ly n n .

Erikson, Identity, Youth, an d  C risis, 128.

9“  Ibid., 257.
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commitments o f adulthood. The young people who participated in the interviews for this study

clearly identified that having “someone there” was central to their experience o f school and

Erikson’s psychosocial insights have provided significant theoretical insights to support the process

of humanisation as identified by Freire.

6.9 Recognition: A Way Out of Crisis

Resolution o f the identity crisis is nurtured when a relatively firm sense o f ego identity is

developed, character and behaviours are stabilised, and social roles are assumed.®^' Identity

achievement implies that the individual assesses one’s strengths and weaknesses and determines

how he or she wants to deal with them. Some candidates demonstrated this in their interviews,

matching their aptitudes with potential options and finding a way forward out for identity and adult

commitments. Each young person spoke o f some direction or force they found in which their

contributions and strengths could be recognised as directions out o f their adolescent identity crisis.

Anne: 1 ended up doing a PLC course in [College] in youth work and realised I  didn’t 
want to do that either So 1 went in to do social and community development because 
it's not working with specific people, because I ’m studying addiction studies and all 
so. And I  think now that I  want to work with reformed [...] addicts.

Sean: That came from somewhere else after I left school. Well I always like it even 
when 1 was in school, but it wasn't a thing that I thought I ’d desire to do, until now, 
now I ’m after being in a training programme and I  like it and found it handy.

Carmel: When I was in 6'^ year, when it was time to fill out all the applications, I 
hadn’t a clue o f  what I  wanted to do 'cause I  w asn’t good at Maths, I  wasn't good at 
Irish, which are basic needs to get in to most courses. I  didn’t want to get in to 
Business because I  had not interest in it at all. The only thing 1 enjoyed doing was 
working with the young people and I  wasn't sure what I  wanted to do childcare, 
Montessori, or youth work.

Patrick: When I  left after me Junior Cert and towards the end o f  the FAS course. 
Looking at meself and saying I ’m not getting anywhere. 1 have to go back to school.

Laura: Well say i f  you love something in school, go with that. Like 1 like history and it 
links in with the social science and I  never thought o f  history and like that I ’d  want to 
be a teacher or a lecturer and now I ’m really thinking about it.

Robert: The reason why I  chose engineer, was clearly my dad was into this mechanic 
thing and you know messing about with things. I  spent a lot o f  time breaking things in 
my house and trying to fix  them. So someone suggested it and I loved the idea o f  it and 
why not. Obviously from that point on I  started thinking about it and that was the only 
career that was in my mind. It was ju st floating in my mind fo r  a while and when I 
came into the country and I  said that to most people and they said, wow, that’s a great 
career. So I  started growing in it and, oh yeah, I  would love to do that.

Joanne: Like I  didn’t want to end up like me parents where one o f  them done the 
Leaving Cert and the other one left school when they were young and I  saw the kind o f

Ibid.
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things they ... I  kind o f  wanted to do something better than that. Have a career, more o f  
a life fo r  meself.

Laura: Me Ma and Da didn't mind i f  1 went to college or not. But just I  want to travel 
and I want to have a degree to travel and work in different countries and get a good 
job.

Nancy: I live with my cousin who has special needs so 1 would always be helping her 
and I would know when to help her. I  lived with my granddad too, who was like 
confined to a bed. 1 would help my Mam do all that kind o f  stuff. I  think just sitting 
there and knowing the satisfaction that you can help these people, I  think that s where 
it came from, just helping them.

John: I  was practically raised by my grandparents and parents and extended family 
and stuff like that. Me Ma s Da was big into education. He passed away when I  was 
10, hut we were really, really close. So even when I  moved in with the parents, we were 
still really, really close. I ’d  go home from school do my homework and he'd help me. 
He constantly instilled education as a way o f  not only o f  sort o f  changing my own 
social standing, which I ’ve come to realise isn't that important anyway, which doesn't 
really play a part in a person’s well being, but he constantly made me fee l education 
was my way o f  not falling into a trap that others around me were falling in to or had 
fallen in to.

Kevin: Music was the one thinking I  had an interest in outside o f  school that had a 
depth to it. So I  just took that... Yeah and my teacher really helped me. He gave me a 
lot o f  confidence. He told me that i f  he wouldn't think I  was good fo r  playing piano he 
would tell me...

Linda: I was excited coming to school because I  loved school.

Name Recognition o f self-efFicacy

John V
Anne V
Kevin V
Patrick V
Joanne V
Laura V
Linda V
Nancy V
Robert V
Sean V
Julie V

Carmel V
Total 12

293



The young people here are not just learning about History and Geography and English, but are

facing deeply existentially challenging questions at the same time as studying these subjects. All

interviewees identified crises as well as moments o f recognition when a socially accepted avenue

for identity development was found within the wider society and culture.

A final set o f  interview excerpts are included to provide an overview o f the reflections of

the participants’ day-to-day concerns, thoughts, insights and other data that are useful to the

practitioner and researcher in their work as teachers and counsellors and are indicators o f the

openness o f  the interviewees contribute to the development o f the school.

Here, Sean describes the welter o f  activity involved in the final months o f the school year,

and how the added pressure o f trying to decide what to do after graduation was too much. His main

concern was trying to pass the Leaving Certificate;

Sean: What I  really like to, when I  was in Sixth Year, I  really didn’t want to choose 
anything because the Leaving Cert was more important, and that s what was the most 
talked about. We only had one class a week fo r  career guidance, which helped, like, 
you went online and it gave you a basic idea o f  what you wanted to do an all. But it 
was always, it was only once a week and it was a class that you really didn't want to 
be doing like, because, you ’re not used to it. It's only once a week...

Interview er: You wanted to be doing your other subjects?

Sean: Yeah, like towards the late stages o f  Sixth Year, you ’re saying you are wasting 
your time, going into, like you can be doing something else.

Anne describes her experiences in both an Institute o f Technology and a post-Leaving Certificate

college:

Anne: I  would recommend a PLC course fo r  someone who is not sure about going to 
college, just to even do something. It is a much smaller class. Because when I  left here 
I was in a class o f  17 and I  went to a class with 70. So sitting there was kind o f  real, 
and then a PLC course is kind o f  like school, class sizes and all like. Which is good i f  
you are not prepared fo r  the jump like. It kind o f  prepares you more fo r  being in a 
bigger class and the assignments are not...

Patrick clearly explains the value o f the LCA and how it was effective in working as a structure and

an incentive for his re-entry into equation after dropping out after the junior Certificate:

Patrick: I chose the LCA yeah, because 1 knew i f  I  went in to LCVP, like in the LCA 
people think, or yeah, go into that its an easy class. But it is by no means handy. You 
have to commit yourself, you have to be dedicated to coming in on time staying fo r  the 
whole day, in your uniform, doing everything that they say. In the LCVP, I ’m not 
saying that its not hard, because its just as hard, but i f  people decide that the exams 
are at the end o f they year, I  can just go in however many days o f  the week I  want, 
that’s ok. But whether their result is going to be good enough or not, who knows? But 
with the LCA where you have to come in every day, on time, you have to do everything 
right, you ’re getting marked throughout the year so all o f  that adds up to a certain 
percentage o f  your Leaving Certificate in the end so. I  thought i f  I  would do that 
that ’11 keep me in school, you know.
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Julie describers her transition into First Year and a significant help she received from the more

senior students in the school and how that eased her entry into the school:

Julie: I  can remember starting in First Year, starting Sixth Year We would have known 
the 6"' years and we were the new people and the smallest, and I  remember the Sixth 
Years saying, yeah come on over here and sit with us. 1 remember feeling, the room 
back then was totally different, there were tables all over the place and we seen the 
Sixth Years and it was like, where are we gonna sit and they were like come over here 
and sit down. 1 ju st thought that straight away, from the first couple o f weeks that were 
there, they made us fee l so comfortable. It wasn't just us and them, although that 
probably doesn’t happen all the time, maybe it was just because we had known them.
But it made us fee l a lot more comfortable and accepted it wasn’t as daunting or 
overwhelming as it would have been i f  we hadn’t.

Carniel describes the difficulty o f being sixteen and leaving school after Leaving Certificate. It is a

common enough issue in communities where students are sent to school at an early age and in

schools without transition year:

Interview er: What do you think about that? Leaving, graduating, finishing your 
Leaving Cert at 16? Would you have done a transition year if  it was on offer, or did 
you just want to get out o f school?

Carmel: 1 wouldn't have done transition year because o f  the stories that you hear 
about it, that it is really hard then to get back in to work, but I ’d  repeat 5”' or 6"' 
year....

Interview er; You would have?

Carmel: Yeah, ‘cause 16 is too young, fa r  too young.
[ .. .]
Yeah. I  knew, I think I knew from half-way through 6"' year when we had to fill  in 

forms that I wasn’t going to go. I  was too young. I  was still only 16 and I  d idn’t know 
what I  wanted to do. And then I  didn’t want to waste a year doing something that I  
wasn't interested in.

Robert describes a time between receiving his CAO results and making his final decision as a

difficult and conftising time:

Robert: Yeah. I went to soooo many places, sooo many people. It became the talk fo r  
the week fo r  me and I  was just constantly meeting people and just talking about the 
same stuff. But obviously my foster parents were, you would be a FOOL to neglect the 
Trinity Access Programme. But at that moment, because my mind was so fixed  on 
going straight to a degree, I  didn’t literally feel like why would I go to the Trinity 
Access Programme, I  want to be in first year in Trinity with my schoolbag and other 
stuff. 1 kind o f  looked at my weaknesses as well. I  came into the school to talk to you. I 
spoke to other people outside school as well and they gave me negative feedback, and 
I don’t know what are you talkin ’ about? DCU is a good college and I  had to go home 
and weigh this thing out. I  don’t want to make this mistake, i f  I  make this mistake...

Joanne recalls relying on the school in the period between CAO and acceptance o f an offer and that

the assistance at home, while well meaning, was not significant:
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Joanne: Well I  probably would have been lost without the support o f  the school, what 
to do after school. Cause I  was kind o f  driven toward TAP kind o f  and i f  I  was left to 
my own devices God only knows what kind o f  thing I  would have got int to.
[■ ■ ;]
It s not that she didn’t care, it s that she didn't understand because o f  her experiences 
and like, I  didn’t get a lot o f  support o ff her in that sense. It was like oh yeah, go to 
school whatever, she didn't really know what was going on. I  got a lot more support in 
that areas from the teachers....

Julie remembers the time o f the CAO results and the aftermath as a particularly difficult time:

Julie: CAO, god I  could’t even think o f it. 1 left with one college course on me CAO 
and that I didn’t get accepted to and 1 went and enrolled in a PLC two days before it 
started, so I  don't think, 1 didn't...although 1 thought about college I  only thought 
about getting there I  didn’t think about being there, not about getting there. I  hand’t 
thought about how to get there, so I  don't think I  gave enough, although eveiything 
was here that I  needed, 1 don’t think that I  know 1 had all the information, I  just didn't 
give it enough thought. I  had one course on my CAO..

Nancy recalls difficulties settling in First Year before changing her ways:

Nancy: I think at the start I missed a good few  days, but I never had a fu ll week. There 
would always be one or two days I ’d  miss because I ’d find  a subject difficult and I 
wouldn’t want to go in to the class because I  didn’t have the homework done. So I ’d  
fake something and then I  suffered from migraines so I ’d be out a good bit too. I 
remember in Geography, [teacher] would always make me talk, so I ’d  never go in to 
his classes. So I ’d always miss his classes, I 'd be like, I  don't want to talk.
[ . . . ]
Yeah, help was there I  just didn't have an interest, I didn't really care about any o f  it 
and I  was just, homework, I ’d  just do it. I wouldn't do it well. I ’d  just do it to get it 
done. Then I realised after [], that trip, 1 'd sit there and teachers would really want to 
help you. You can sit there and you can mess, or you can actually learn and there’s 
two ways to go in this school. You can actually learn i f  you want to.

John described some difficult times as he had to decide on his third level options;

John: [laughter] I was accepted on to a Commerce course as well as the Access 
programme. The other option was the reduced points scheme fo r  people from  
disadvantaged schools, 25% lower points required. My options were BESS at Trinity 
as first option and Commerce at DCU. Thinking back it was so horrible, had I, I  mean 
it was horrible.

Kevin found the differences between the Leaving and Junior Certificate programmes as something 

that was difficult to make a transition between. He believes that Transition Year would not have 

assisted this change:

Kevin: I  could look at it from two different proportions. When I  went from third year to 
fifth year I was hit with it. I  was like, I  did well in my Junior Certificate, I ’m great I ’m 
going to go on to fifth year and I ’m going to be great then too. I  got into fifth year and 
then the extent o f  information I  had to learn fo r  Leaving Cert was....huge.
[...]
And then I  think fourth year isn't really a transition year I  know many people who did 
fourth year and in know someone who's just finished fourth year and to me i t ’s not...
I  ’m glad I  skipped it.
[ . . . ]
Its not a transition, its something a part. I f  it was a transition it would be something 
with an exam at the end o f  it that’s like something between third and fifth year, 
wouldn't it?
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Linda also found the difference between Junior and Leaving Certificate a challenge:

Linda: In Junior Cert it was great because in Second Year they prepare you fo r  w h a t’s 
coming up, even in Leaving Cert, the year before, they prepare you with Exam papers.
The difference between Junior and Leaving is hard, so...

The above are a series o f  vignettes provided to give a sample o f the data and experiences 

that were collected in the research for this study. Each o f these excerpts shine a light on the 

experiences of young people in the school as they recollect and reflect on their experiences and the 

potential for the development o f a school or programme in recognising and listening to the voices 

o f the young people in their care with a generative methodology.

Central to the development o f the methodology for the data collection for this study have 

been questions o f motivation and of the ethical force for action in education. Fullan argues that in 

his experience and research, dignity and respect should be the primary source for motivation in 

education that involves more than the latest ideas and innovations. Rather, Fullan argues that 

teachers should explore elements o f their own practice that are ethically responsive or complex, 

particularly in neighbourhoods that are downtrodden or viewed as problematic. He is unambiguous 

in his findings:

My argument is subtle, so 1 will be explicit. This is about dignity and respect as a 
motivation. Clearly, students who are not respected are not motivated to learn.®*-

The process o f Freire’s pedagogy, which gives people an experience o f dialogically and

collaboratively naming, analysing, and acting on their social reality, can contribute to the

development o f critical consciousness that supports Fullan’s aims. The values identified in

Innovation and Identity as infonning the new Junior Certificate curriculum aims seek to be more

than “innovation”, but instead are value based and seek respect and dignity o f  identity as central

concerns:

The values o f equality and inclusion, justice and fairness, freedom and democracy 
and respect for human dignity and identity.®®^

Conclusions

The interviews which provided the data for this chapter were conducted with the aim o f 

improving practice for guidance and counselling and to determine whether the themes for practice 

generated from the literature review are relevant to the experiences described by the interview

Fullan, The New Meaning o f Educational Change, 49.
NCCA, Innovation & Identity: Schools Developing Junior Cycle.
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participants. One is led to conclude that equality, inclusion, respect, dignity and recognition are 

ftindamental to the practice of teaching and counselling, but also to fundamental to the student 

experience. Furthermore, what young people chose to speak of was not simply the specifics of the 

nuts and bolts of curriculum and syllabus, but the also the existential responses to these external 

stimuli. They spoke of fear, of crisis, of change and of recognition. They spoke of the times that 

they helped each other and were helped by others. They spoke of significant events that in some 

cases changed their lives. Educational research that does not address these existential and identity 

issues in the educational experience is missing the fundamental experiences of schooling for many 

young people.

Key Data Total o f Participants Identifying

Dialogue/Relationships 12

Fear/Anxiety 8

Crisis 12

Recognition/Self-efficacy 12

Teamwork 11

It is concluded that the core of Paulo Freire’s pedagogical philosophy is significantly relevant to 

the participants of this study. The young people spoke openly of the importance of relationships 

and the role that others, teachers, counsellors, others students, parents, played in their years at 

school. Relationships with outside organisations such as youth clubs, the Trinity Access 

Programme and mentoring programmes were also identified by students as significant. Students 

also expressed feelings of isolation, rejection and disconnectedness, indicating a lack of 

connection. Dialogue, optimism and practice grounded in the experience of the student is 

significant to learning and developed in relational experiences with significant adults and the 

importance of the connections provided by influential mentors, counsellors and guides through the 

difficult period of adolescence cannot be ignored This is the process of humanisation.

While mobile phones, Facebook, and YouTube play significant factors in the day-to-day 

lives of many young people, and the welter of connectivity that the modem world provides, the 

words of E.M. Forster in Howard's End, seem both apposite and prophetic. Forster’s characters 

seek to make connections with others to improve their lives and the lives of others, sometimes with 

positive results, and also with negative, even tragic results:
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Only connect! That was the whole o f her sermon. Only connect the prose and the 
passion, and both will be exalted, and human love will be seen at its height. Live in 
fragments no longer.®®"*

These responses are part o f an ongoing process that allows one to make sense o f the world and act 

in it with greater empathy and understanding in the process of culture creation termed 

humanisation. Freire wrote of the political nature o f all education, “ ...a fact that demands of 

educators a growing clarity regarding their own political stance, and the coherence o f their practice 

with that stance.”®®̂ Parker J. Palmer agrees that connectedness and integration are encouraged 

when teachers join self, subject and students in the fabric o f life in the classroom and in learning, 

developing a coherence o f method and self to develop a bulwark against fragmentation.®^®

These findings corroborate the belief that the skills, qualities and effectiveness o f a good 

counsellor are relevant to those o f good teachers and that a counselling perspective is a very 

important dimension of teaching: the roles o f the good teacher and counsellor are synonymous and 

interchangeable.®®^ Yet, improvements in relationships are only a part o f a larger project that may 

be doomed to fail unless others are engaged in the process of requiring o f each other participation 

in building a more economically equitable society. This is of equal or greater value to a nation’s 

future well-being than curriculum content, rigorous standards or other teaching methods.®®*

The process o f Freirean pedagogy that gives one an experience o f dialogically and 

collaboratively naming, analysing, and acting on their social reality, can contribute to the 

development o f critical consciousness that is individually, socially and culturally relevant for all 

teachers, educators and policy makers. He wrote that an infinite number of facts will be revealed to 

us when we no longer simply walk through the streets, but rather become curious about them.®®®A 

significant lesson is that the research brought in to sharp focus the experiences, feelings and 

thoughts shared by the participants in the research o f the significant interactions and relationships 

that occur under the umbrella o f schooling.

E. M. Forster and Oliver Stallybrass, Howard's End (London: Penguin, 2000), 159.
Freire and Hunter, Pedagogy in Process : The Letters to Guinea-Bissau, 74.

®®® Parker J. Palmer, The Courage to Teach : Exploring the Inner Landscape o f  a Teacher's Life, 1st ed. (San 
Francisco, Calif.; Jossey-Bass, 1998), 13.

O'Rourke in Seery and others, Essays in Tribute to J. Valentine Rice, 1935-2006, 137.
See: Berliner. Also, Fullan, Change Forces : Probing the Depths o f  Educational Reform. Wilkinson and 

Pickett.
9® Freire and Hunter, Pedagogy in Process : The Letters to Guinea-Bissau, 153.
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These are significant findings in the light o f  Erikson’s work and the understanding that 

identities cannot be decontextualised from the social, cultural, and historical circumstances in 

which they are created: “for we deal with a process ‘located’ in the core o f  the individual and yet 

also in the core o f  his communal culture, a process which establishes, in fact, the identity o f those 

two identities.”^™ In expressing their understandings o f their experiences in school, each o f the 

twelve young people interviewed found that relationships (dialogue and teamwork) were 

significant factors in their time at school. Also, each young person spoke about some area o f their 

experiences, in school or since, when they experienced some personal efficacy in some form that is 

socially recognised or valued as an accepted adult identity and this is in keeping with Erikson’s 

understanding o f adolescent identity crisis. The presence o f crisis and moratorium across the range 

o f young people also accords with Erikson’s identification o f adolescence as the life stage of 

identity crisis. This data would seem to point to there being a significance in the Eriksonian 

theoretical framework for identity development understood in conjunction with a Freirean 

pedagogy that emphasise the relational nature o f learning in the lives o f these young people. Both 

Freire, (“establish a stance in relation”)^^' and Erikson (establish a psychosocial relativity)^^^ 

suggest the key importance o f a dialectical relationship between self and society, theory and 

practice in the development o f a methodological framework for social action.

Summary

Research and evaluation are two fonns o f inquiry that use the same data collection and 

analysis methods, but they differ significantly in several ways and although, it is important to 

understand the difference between the two. Some view the differences as merely technical and not 

particularly practical. What is important is the inquiry itself—the collection o f quality information 

that will infonn and guide decision making, learning, and action.®’'̂  According to Russ-Eft and 

Preskill, a distinguishing characteristic o f evaluation is, unlike traditional forms o f academic 

research, grounded in the everyday realities o f organisations, evaluations can be conducted on 

programmes, processes, products, systems, organisations, persormel, and policies. This study has

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 22. (Italics in original.)
Freire and Hunter, Pedagogy in Process : The Letters to Guinea-Bissau, 99.
Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 23-24.
H.S. Preskill and D.F. Russ-Eft, Building Evaluation Capacity: 72 Activities for Teaching and Training 

(Sage Publications, 2005).
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attempted to both evaluate the student experience and research ways that the experience can be 

better served.

The responses that these students have provided indicate a fundamental insight in relation 

to learning. For these students learning is relational. In the ‘knowledge economy’, knowledge is 

freely available. However, it is the mentoring and the relationships which mediate the access to the 

knowledge, the culture in which the knowledge is processed and the conditions in which new 

meanings are created and that makes that knowledge apprehensible and meaningful. The responses 

identified in this chapter find that learning and its associated activities can be something that is 

significant and deeply personally charged. The relationships between teacher and student are not 

the only significant factor, and students found that times when they helped and supported each 

other as important. These findings also identify a potentially significant support gap for certain 

marginalised groups and individuals.
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Chapter Seven 

Conclusions: Perspectives, Diversities and Personal Commentary

When the Stranger says: ‘What is the meaning o f this city?
Do you huddle close together because you love each other?’
What will you answer? ‘We all dwell together
To make money from each other’? or ‘This is a community’?

Oh my soul, be prepared for the coming o f the Stranger.
Be prepared for him who knows how to ask questions.

- T.S. Eliot from Choruses From The Rock

Introduction

The bees build in the crevices 
O f loosening masonry, and there 

The mother birds bring grubs and flies.
My wall is loosening; honey-bees.

Come build in the empty house o f the stare.

We had fed the heart on fantasies,
The heart's grown brutal from the fare.

More substance in our enmities 
Than in our love; O honey-bees,

Come build in the empty house o f the stare.

- W. B. Yeats, The Stare's Nest by My Window

According to Kierkegaard, life must be lived forward, but understood backward.

Anthropologist Clifford Geertz wrote about the piecing together o f facts "'After the Fact”:

When everything changes, from the small and immediate to the vast and abstract— the 
object o f study, the world immediately around it, the student, the world immediately 
around him, and the wider world around them both— there seems to be no place to 
stand so as to locate just what has altered and how.

In looking at a research project when it is complete, the pieces fit together and what at times may

have seemed an insurmountable task, an inchoate mass o f notes now, one hopes, is a meaningful

contribution to a wider dialogue. How could it have been any other way? The answer is found in

the power o f narrative. In The Wake o f  Imagination, Richard Kearney argues that what people share

are not ideologies, dogmas or bodies o f doctrine, but the capacity to seek agreement and

understanding through dialogue, creativity and shared narrative. It is in a search for shared

narrative that Kearney draws together myth, philosophy and psychology to conclude that we must

go on telling the story o f the self in relation to the other, a story which recollects the historical past,

projects into the future and humanises the imagination. According to Kearney, it is perhaps in the

Clifford Geertz, After the Fact : Two Countries, Four Decades. One Anthropologist (Cambridge, Mass. ; 
London: Harvard University Press, 1995), 2,
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tale o f the self relating to the other that we will discover a golden thread which leads one to 

continue the search for an ethical imagination and humanisation. The Irish playwright Brian Friel 

and the actor Stephen Rea founded the Irish theatre company Field Day with the primary aim o f 

redefining an Irish cultural identity where all cultural traditions on the island o f Ireland - Protestant, 

Catholic, unionist or nationalist could be recognised. It offered to writers, readers and theatregoers 

a fifth province o f the mind^’® which could explore potential identities for Ireland outside the 

constraints o f existing traditions, while at the same time investigating different visions o f Irish 

history. These images present a wonderful summing up o f the power o f creativity and imagination 

to create new worlds. In the ‘fifth province’ o f imagination the experience o f committed ethical 

deliberation and the understanding that identity is not a static or historicist can develop a vision 

beyond their circumscribed provinces into a new ways o f thinking that are creative and potentially 

transformative.

Shared narrative and imagination suggest a way to move beyond the belief that each

culture is enclosed and self-contained and permitting no influence o f any other culture, what Isaiah

Berlin calls a “windowless box.” Historian J.J. Lee characterises the Irish construction o f a

powerful and highly selective social tradition as a reality as demonstrating collective self-deception

on a heroic s c a l e . T h i s  is the shadow o f Irish creativity and it demonstrates the emptiness o f

detenninistic and exclusive cultural narratives:

The self-portrait o f traditional Ireland was a work o f art, a triumph o f imagination, will 
power and technique over refractory raw m aterial... The portrait had faded away. But 
no alternative would emerge to command comparable conviction.®^^

In 2010 Fintan O ’Toole wrote that for a large part o f the 1990s and 2000s Irish society was marked

by mad consumerism and arrogance which, he argues, served as a substitute identity when

Catholicism and nationalism weren’t working anymore.^™ Personal identity is not a fixed point or

centralised power, not the source o f unitary and indivisible sovereignty, but rather a network or

relations, a space for the imagination that cannot be occupied, but rather is imagined and

reimagined. The insights o f these vignettes will serve as an integration o f the main themes o f this

Richard Kearney, The Wake o f  Imagination : Toward a Postmodern Culture (London: Routledge, 2001), 
365-366.

R. Kearney, Postnationalist Ireland: Politics, Culture, Philosophy (Routledge, 1997), Chapter 6.
Lee, Ireland 1912-1985 : Politics and Society, 651-652.

” «Ibid., 653.
OToole, Enough Is Enough, 3.
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study: the humanising value o f narrative, dialogue and recognition; identity and the development of

shared understandings; culture’s potential for inertia or for creativity; generativity as an ethical

force. The poet W.B. Yeats, writes o f the passing o f time, the mixing and evolving o f generations

and cultures, o f cultural inheritance and o f  cultural creation in The Stare's Nest by My Window.

Acculturation and generativity are present in the lines:

The bees build in the crevices/Of loosening masonry, and there/The mother birds bring 
grubs and flies./ My wall is loosening; honey-bees,/ Come build in the empty house of 
the stare.

The concepts o f generativity and acculturation in varying ways and forms are the overarching 

ethics that inform the five key concepts derived from Freirean pedagogy as a process of 

humanisation. These tenns are not intended to serve as as markers o f achievement, a list of 

competencies, or as “mere techniques” . R a t h e r  these ideas suggest a set of problematising or 

thematic tools for thought and action that is recursive, reflexive and always incomplete. Social 

fonnations, conditions, contexts change at the same time as individuals change their ideas, alter 

social allegiances and transfonn consciousness. It is in the dialectical relationships between these 

shifting allegiances and commitments that human actions and identity development takes place. In 

this understanding, theory and action, social and educational activity, the existential realities o f the 

student and teacher and the social-historical relations in which pedagogy lakes place, become part 

o f an ongoing reflexivity o f praxis in continual renewal. As an example of this approach, in 

Pedagogy in Process - The Letters to Guinea Bissau, written to the new education authorities in 

Guinea Bissau during the mid-1970s, Paulo Freire addressed problems and offered suggestions for 

the development o f adult literacy education. He wrote: “Without exception, every book I have 

written has been a report o f some phase o f the political-pedagogical activity in which I have been 

engaged ever since my youth.”^*' Both the process and the product o f  this study is, if  not in quality, 

then in practice, a manifestation o f this methodological awareness and approach that is existential 

and critical, epistemological, ontological and vocational in its integration o f theory and practice. It 

is worth remembering here Erich Fromm’s remark concerning Freire’s pedagogy that an 

educational practice like his is a kind o f historic-sociocultural and political psychoanalysis.^*- 

While there are clear distinctions between teacher and therapist, there are core truths in this

Shor and Freire, 13.
981 Freire and Hunter, Pedagogy in Process : The Letters to Guinea-Bissau, 176.
9*2 Freire and Freire, Pedagogy o f  Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 90.
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description that find expression in this study and by introducing generativity and acculturation to 

the Freirean idea o f humanisation, it is intended that these concepts provide a further psychological 

and practical foundation for action in counselling and teaching. This approach emphasises the 

transactions between the teacher and leamer in their endless complexity.

Humanisation in this formulation is guided by acculturation and generativity, in that it is 

accepting and open to diversity and change, both from the perspective o f the student and o f the 

teacher. In second-level schools the dialogues and transactions are across generations and the 

process o f generativity, integration and creativity in the communications between the generations, 

must inform the process. Acculturation and generativity can be enacted through the five core 

concepts to develop a holistic perspective that both seeks wholeness and accepts unfmishedness. 

The syllabus content, pedagogical methods or curriculum may change, but a conclusion generated 

from this research is that without an ethical and informed action, the content remains content and 

simply becomes ‘banking education.’

7.1 A cculturation, G enerativity and H um anisation: A ccom m odating Diversity

- But it s no use, says he. Force, hatred, history, all that. That s not life fo r  men and  
women, insult and hatred. A nd everybody knows that it's the very opposite o f  that that 
is really life.
- What? says Alf.
- Love, says Bloom. I  mean the opposite o f  hatred.

- James Joyce, Ulysses

Learning for diversity and leaming about diversity are not the same thing. Learning about 

diversity presents the facts o f a diverse world. Leaming for diversity accepts that current 

understandings of class, race, ethnicity, disability and ability and other manifestations o f identity 

are open to change. What was considered ‘norm al’ in one generation may be rejected by a majority 

only a few decades later. There are various socio-political and economic structures that construct 

the paradigms and the relations that determine how aspects o f  identity are determined and 

perceived in social space, but they are not necessarily static at any one time. Nor are the structures 

themselves immutable, but are the consequence of perceptions, dispositions and judgements that 

are the outcome o f a series o f mutual recognitions (or lack of) that have developed over time. My 

own awareness o f the operation o f power and oppression were illuminated when the social fact of 

diversity was viewed from a Freirean perspective, and with this context it became possible to 

uncover the insight that the judgments or thoughts that one makes are based one one’s position
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within these structures. An outcome o f this reflection on diversity and subsequent interviews and 

data analysis was the recognition of power as it operates, and it became clear that a focus on the 

experiences o f immigrants or newcomers to the Irish education system, while valuable it itself, 

misses the larger socio-cultural and political constructions that accept or ignore social 

marginalisation. Just as conceptions o f ethnicity can change over time, so to can attitudes to gender, 

or class, and this insight finds a resonance with Freire who finds that his rebellion is against every 

kind o f discrimination.^*^ Furthermore, this insight illuminated the power o f recognition o f the 

individual student experience that is built into the process o f humanisation that had informed my 

own practice.

This perspective facilitates a view o f learning that does not have to be prescriptive, but

instead sensitises one to develop a critically reflexive approach that is inclusive, but also critical of

cases where harm, oppression, degradation or other manifestations o f inequality or violence occur.

It is important to note here Freire’s assertion that violence does not only have physical

manifestations, but develops out to objectification o f others through anti-dialogical action:

Any situation in which some individuals prevent others from engaging in the process 
o f inquiry is one o f violence. The means used are not important; to alienate human 
beings from their own decision-making is to change them into objects.’**"̂

This insight from Freire argues that it is essential to become attentive to the nature o f student

experience and voice and to develop a power o f recognition in relation to diversity o f identity that

is not founded on ideological certainty, market forces, a points system or other instruments and

structures o f discrimination. The power o f recognition does not sit easy with the one size fits all

education system and asks fundamental questions about the role o f the teacher in a secondary-

school. The language o f the market, the system oaf accreditation and certification, the policies o f

the state and other discourses find expression in the education system and in schools. The problem

is that these languages compete, often drowning out the individual voices within the institutions,

particularly those whose needs and abilities are not demonstrably recognised by the competing or

dominant discourses. It is no longer true that having a college degree guarantees a good job, yet

proof that college progression and degrees matter in Ireland is evident in the manner in which the

subject dominates broadsheet newspapers and broadcast media at particular times o f the year as

students with 600 points presented as the winners o f the points race and school league tables as

9*3 Ibid., 125.

984 Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 85.
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symbolic manifestations o f the aims and goals o f education. However, this discourse conflates a

num ber of potentially diverse systems and languages: the Leaving Certificate and the points

system, schooling and education, knowledge and credentials, access and equality. It is the

subsuming of the ideas or goals o f education into one language that produces a ‘backwash’ effect

that influences the senior cycle in schools, if  not the entire system as the link between school,

college and a ‘good jo b ’ remains fused and inextricably linked in the media and general discourse:

Because the Leaving Cert is a high stakes examination, used as it is for selection to 
higher education, its backwash effect on teaching and learning and on the student 
experience, especially in senior cycle, is considerable. The points system influences an 
individual student’s subject choice; the examination becomes the determinant o f what 
is studied and how; non-examination subjects get little or no attention and in many 
cases, broader co-cunicular activities are ignored or minimised. Student stress levels 
increase as the June examination looms and for some students their final year in 
school is an unhappy experience which they simply want to get through as quickly as 
possible.

In some schools the points system does not influence day to day decisions. In some

schools, particularly DEIS schools where family incomes are based on or supplemented by social

welfare, where there may be no tradition o f third-level education, where disadvantage and

marginalisation are concentrated, there are other emphases and needs. In those schools teachers and

students do not attract the same type of media attention as the league table schools, but have other,

different, stresses and achievements. It may be easy to assume for those who have made the

progress to be the first in their family to attend college that if they have done it, anyone can.

Indeed, over the course o f the 20th century, some groups have been able to accumulate sufficient

economic and cultural resources in ways that enabled them to convert education to upward social

mobility, but for others the system o f education served to shut them out from the educational

project. Yet, success or failure in school continues to be assumed to be a function o f individual

effort or ability, rather than the particular form that education has taken, or the socio-cultural

context from which the student has come:

...until they accept themselves as individuals and as a class, until they commit 
themselves, until they struggle - their need to deny the humiliating truth, a truth that 
humiliates them precisely because they introject the dominant ideology that sketches 
them as incompetent and guilty, the authors o f their own failures. And yet they actual 
“why” o f those failures is to be found in the perversity o f the system.^*®

Aine Hyland “Entry to Higher Education in Ireland in the 21st Century”
Discussion Paper for the NCCA / HEA Seminar to be held on 21st Sep 2011. Accessed online: http://
www.hea.ie/files/files/file/News/1335_HEA_Conference_01 .pdf
986 preire and Freire, Pedagogy o f  Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 45.
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The findings here have been corroborated in UK research in The Effective Provision of

Pre-School, Primary and Secondary Education (EPPSE 3-16) project. The study employed case 

studies to explore why and when certain children ‘succeed against the odds’ while others fall 

further behind, and also when and why some ‘privileged’ children fall behind despite their positive 

circumstances. The key findings o f the research suggests that the conditions that defy the odds of 

disadvantage are:

• Stimulated in homes where parenting is a process o f ‘active cultivation’ that 
facilitates and nurtures children’s cognitive and social skills allowing children to 
benefit from what the educational system has to offer;

• Evident early in children’s learning life-course but often becomes more apparent 
over time;

• Nurtured through good or excellent quality pre-school settings, particularly for boys 
from families with low socio-economic status who, the EPPSE study has found, are 
more likely to experience a poor early years home learning environment;

• Stimulated by teaching strategies that allow students to bond with teachers and 
to enjoy lessons, resulting in students feeling encouraged to work to achieve 
beyond their predicted attainment;

• Stimulated when schools help children to deal effectively with difficulties 
through additional classes. These classes allow children to catch up with their 
peers and help them (re)develop a positive perception of school and learning 
and of their ability to deal with difficulties;

• Stimulated through emotionally and practically supportive relationships with 
parents, peers/friends and significant other adults as these experiences nurture 
children’s self-perceptions, sense o f self-efficacy and effective learning strategies, 
which helps them to become ‘active agents’ in their learning life course;

• Stimulated by peers who offer positive role models and (sometimes) friendly 
competition;

• Supported by social networks in the wider community through the social and 
cultural capital these networks provide to parents and children, and requires 
effort, determination and active agency from the children themselves as well as 
from the people around them.®*’

There are obvious links between the findings highlighted in bold from the EPPSE 3-16 research

above and those presented in this study. For example, the emphasis on the role o f the teacher and

the relationship between teacher and student is significant again here, as ‘always someone’ was in

the present study. The EPPSE 3-16 project finds that teaching strategies which allow students to

bond with teachers and schools that help children to deal effectively with difficulties through

additional classes are significant contributors to student achievement. Teamwork as a critical

support in school is supported by EPPSE 3-16 research which finds that students are stimulated

through emotionally and practically supportive relationships with parents, peers/friends who offer

positive role models and (sometimes) friendly competition. Finally, the role o f the community and

Siraj-Blatchford and others. (Emphases added)
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the link with the school is deemed to have a significant impact on educational achievement in the 

present study as well as EPPSE 3-16.

However, it is finding that is perhaps most notable here is that ‘active cultivation’ 

facilitates and nurtures children’s cognitive and social skills by allowing them to benefit fi"om what 

the educational system can offer. In EPPSE 3-16 the findings are in relation to the home, but if  one 

can extend that process of ‘active cultivation’ into the school and classroom and all the 

relationships that constitute those years, then we are speaking o f humanisation, acculturation and 

generativity in the school. Acculturation and generativity contribute an ethics to a framework for 

understanding and for action that accepts that meanings are constructed by humans as they engage 

with the world as they interpret it. The educational philosopher Richard Pring identifies the search 

for shared meanings and understandings with the question, are we talking about the same things 

when we talk?^** Accepting acculturation and generativity as essential to identity development and 

culture creation makes explicit what educators are at, or at least, as Pring argues, confronts the need 

to begin to work this out. The search for shared meanings promotes integration o f the ontological 

and epistemological and the public and the personal in its search. It is the teacher, rooted in a 

particular tradition, responding to the needs o f the learner where transactions must be made 

between the public meanings that have been inherited (and embodied within the subjects o f 

physics, mathematics, history and literature) and the personal strivings o f  each and everyone to find 

his or her own identity.^*^ These insights provide a clear link back to Freire’s earliest work on 

codification and critical consciousness and the aim o f connecting learners to experiences and 

people to each other;

In order to understand the meaning o f dialogical practice, we have to put aside the 
simplistic understanding o f dialogue as a mere technique. Dialogue does not represent 
a somewhat false path that I attempt to elaborate on and realise in the sense of 
involving the ingenuity o f the other. On the contrary, dialogue characterises an 
epistemological relationship. Thus, in this sense, dialogue is a way o f knowing and 
should never be viewed as a mere tactic to involve students in a particular task. We 
have to make this point very clear. I engage in dialogue not necessarily because I like 
the other person. I engage in dialogue because I recognise the social and not merely 
the individualistic character of the process o f knowing. In this sense, dialogue presents 
itself as an indispensable component of the process o f both learning and knowing.^^°

Richard Pring, Philosophy o f  Education : Aims, Theory, Common Sense and Research (London: 
Continuum, 2004).

Ibid., 28.
Paulo Freire and Donaldo Macedo, "A Dialogue: Culture, Language, and Race," Harvard Educational 

Review 65, no. 3 (1995). Quoted in Donaldo Macedo, "Introduction" Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 10.
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Teaching for transmission is necessary. It is measurable and essential to cultural life, but it is itself

not the raison d ’etre o f  teaching. The reason-for, the why at the heart o f teaching, is a creative,

critical and intellectual act which Freire describes as the mystery at the heart of teaching, an

epiphenomenon o f the dialectical relationship between the knowledge o f reality and the

transfonnation o f r e a l i t y . H e  also calls this love;

Dialogue cannot exist, however, in the absence o f a profound love for the world and 
for people. The naming o f the world, which is an act o f creation and re-creation, is not 
possible if  it is not infused with love. Love is at the same time the foundation o f 
dialogue and dialogue itself

Love is expressed as the openness to the Other and the presence o f humility in one’s work that is

founded on mutual recognition; “Because love is an act o f courage, not o f fear, love is commitment

to o t h e r s . L o v e  is the active cultivation o f the practice o f humanisation in education.

The findings o f this research indicate that perspectives can be partial, fragmentary and

totalising. The conceptualisation o f love presented in Freire’s work can best be understood as a

rejection o f totality and instead is better understood as a seeking after wholeness, a universal ethics

o f care that recognises and accommodates diversity, particularly cases o f  degradation or

o p p r e s s i o n . T h i s  vision finds echoes in Erikson’s distinction between wholeness and totality. He

argues that both mean entireness, but that wholeness connotes an assembly o f parts, constituents

that can fit into a fruitful association and organisation that emphasises a sound, organic and

progressive mutuality. The anthesis o f  wholeness is totality which evokes absolute boundaries and

arbitrary delineations; a failure o f toleration which is marked by intolerance and exclusivity:

When the human being, because o f accidental or developmental shifts, loses an 
essential wholeness, he restructures him self and the world by taking recourse to what 
we may call totalism.^^^

Erikson finds that mutuality is the secret o f love and its denial is reciprocal negation. Mutuality, as 

the secret o f love, is activational. It turns passive into operative in the social sphere and in the 

recognition o f others;

They are significant because on many levels o f crude or subtle communication my 
whole being perceives in them a hospitality for the way in which my irmer world is 
ordered and includes them, which makes me, in turn, hospitable to the way they order

Freire and Freire, Pedagogy o f Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 87-89. 
Freire, Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 89.
Ibid.
Morrow and Torres, 152-154.
Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 80-81. (Italics in original)
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their world and include me - a mutual affirmation, then, which can be depended upon 
to activate my being as I can be to activate theirs.^®®

The idea o f “active cultivation” provides a clear link to Erikson’s idea o f mutual activation 

in generativity. Teaching strategies that allow students to bond with teachers and to enjoy lessons 

so they develop a positive perception o f school and learning; o f the importance o f emotionally and 

practically supportive relationships with parents and significant other adults which helps them to 

become ‘active agents’ in their learning; learning that is stimulated by peers who offer positive role 

models and (sometimes) friendly competition; supportive social networks in the wider community 

and the social and cultural capital these networks provide to parents and children, all corroborate 

Erikson’s ego identity development in adolescence. Simply put, this is a feeling o f being at home in 

one's body, a sense o f “ ...knowing where one is going, and an inner assuredness o f anticipated 

recognition from those who c o u n t . T h e  ethical force for intervention is not the mere 

transmission o f infonnation, or instrumental making another into something, it is about 

development and transformation through mutual activation. The alternative forces for the 

intervention into the life o f another, whether is be for mercantile motivations (it’s my job; they will 

get a good job; I can make money), or subject transmission (curriculum delivery), are instrumental 

and unless accompanied by ethical force and a reflexive approach. What empowers this 

intervention into the life o f  another? What force? It is argued here that Freire and Erikson offer an 

ethical and psychosocial approach to understanding identity by describing the interplay between 

the biology, psychology, and social recognition and individuals within an historical context as the 

force o f humanisation, creating culture or o f making history.

In the poem. Stare’s Nest by my Window, Yeats writes about the impact o f  sectarianism and 

its attendant visions o f purity and totalism and he described the dream and nightmare o f these 

visions as a misfortune on the heart and soul o f  his people: “We had fed the heart on fantasies,/The 

heart's grown brutal from the fare,/More substance in our enmities/Than in our love.” The 

imposition of a vision onto another, whether it be for their own good, some ftiture utopian ideal or 

other altruistic impulse, can result in irreparable harm and brutality as lives are broken, inequalities 

reproduced and hours wasted in the transmission o f false perspectives. The failures o f these visions 

in Irish schools in previous eras is demonstrable in contemporary headlines and the damage that

9’Mbid., 219. 
9”  Ibid., 165.
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these visions have inflicted upon generations of young people can be described as the violence of

oppression:

Who are better prepared than the oppressed to understand the terrible significance o f 
an oppressive society? Who suffer the effects o f oppression more than the oppressed?
Who can better understand the necessity o f liberation? They will not gain this 
liberation by chance but through the praxis o f their quest for it, through their 
recognition o f the necessity to fight for it. And this fight, because o f the purpose given 
it by the oppressed, will actually constitute an act o f love opposing the lovelessness 
which lies at the heart o f the oppressors violence, lovelessness even when clothed in 
false generosity.

This insight demanded that the voices o f the school and community be part o f the study:

We must never merely discourse on the present situation, must never provide the 
people with programs which have little or nothing to do with their own 
preoccupations, doubts, hopes, and fears - programs which at times in fact increase the 
fears o f the oppressed consciousness. It is not our role to speak to the people about our 
own view o f the world, nor to attempt to impose that view on them, but rather to 
dialogue with the people about their view and ours. We must realise that their view o f 
the world, manifested variously in their action, reflects their situation in the world. 
Educational and political action which is not critically aware o f this situation runs the 
risk either o f “banking” or o f preaching in the desert.®®^

The interviews conducted for this research were intended to give a voice to the community

that the school serves. What the student voices illuminated was the centrality o f dialogue and

recognition as life-changing force, and in some cases the importance of teachers as generative

influences in adolescent lives. This has implications for the educator to reclaim, renew or create the

role o f cultural worker by developing a dialectical awareness o f cultural context, by avoiding

deterministic, static and dogmatic totalising perspectives, particularly in relation to the aims of

education. The findings from this study support the belief that the power o f recognition can be a

significant factor in the life o f a young person in school as demonstrated by Joanne’s experience:

But I  had a lot o f  support from  the school and like, there was one o f  the teachers and  
she rang me and encouraged me to come back and I  had a lot o f  supports there. I  don't 
know, I  used to come in here crying and being in bits and like, i f  I  hadn’t the supports 
that 1 had... God knows... Yeah...

However, another key finding is that teacher influence is not always the significant influence in a

student’s learning and teamwork, community and significant adults all can have roles to play in the

wholeness o f the education process. Whoever the influence is, humanisation, generativity and

acculturation all require the active involvement with the life o f another for their vitality and power

for change.

998 Freire, Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 45.
999 Ibid., 96.
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7.2 Transformation: Accepting Change

Find what you love and do it. That’s what it boils down to. I admit I didn’t always love 
teaching. I was out of my depth. You’re on your own in the classroom, one man or 
woman facing five classes every day, five classes of teenagers. One unit of energy 
against one hundred and seventy-five ticking bombs, and you have to find ways of 
saving your own life. They may like you, they may even love you...You’ll never know 
what you’ve done to, or for, the hundreds coming and going. It’s chemistry. It’s 
psychology. It’s animal instinct. You are with the kids, and as long as you want to be a 
teacher, there’s no escape... It’s you and the kids.'®°®

- Frank McCourt, Teacher Man 

This study is marked by transformations in my own understandings over the course of the 

research. The term transformation is employed here to connote the significant change of 

perspective for an individual who critically reflects on previous learning and experience to develop 

a change at the meaning perspective level of structuring understanding. Transformation in this 

sense of the word refers to the individual’s refonnulation of reified structures of meaning by 

reconstructing one’s dominant narratives and of becoming critically reflective of one’s assumptions 

as they become more inclusive and justified through d i s c o u r s e . A  research project that was 

initially undertaken to develop culturally sensitive guidance and counselling provision for the 

growing numbers of international students in the school, over the period of research, became 

something else. The original object of the research was intended to fiilfil a particular need in place 

and time, to develop an effective response to the changing cultural population of the school and its 

place in a changing community. However, three reflective insights occurred in the process of the 

extended literature review that resulted in a shift in perspective in the developing research. First, 

Freire’s insight that judgment is contextual and that difference only becomes a visible, perceptible, 

socially pertinent difference if it is perceived by the oppressed with the oppressor This insight 

illuminated the fact that while pursuing a socially and professionally interesting and valid research 

project, a distinction had been made between Irish students and ‘international’ students. Upon 

reflection, thoughts regarding differentiation and demarkation soon seemed superficial, if not 

spurious. Freire identifies the social and structural nature of oppression and he emphasises the fact 

that it is a relational mechanism rather than a deterministic inscription in a particular space. He 

explains this as the respect for the knowledge of living experiences as it is inserted into a horizon

McCourt, 255.

'0°' See: Jack M ezirow, Transformative D im ensions o f  A dult Learning, The Jossey-Bass Higher and Adult 
Education Series. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1991).
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against which it is generated: the horizon o f cultural c o n t e x t . T h i s  insight is an idea inhering in 

Freire’s Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, which recognises that oppression is relative and context bound 

and that oppression binds the perceiver and perceived in an inseparable master-slave dialectic.

The second insight was that this relational mechanism can change. By beginning with the 

plight o f the newly arrived student in an Irish school, my involvement with Freire’s work brought 

to light the broader historical and cultural social distinctions that class and educational structures 

confer on individuals in contemporary Irish society. This nexus o f power and oppression is doubly 

emphasised in a situation, say a school, when students in need o f significant interventions and 

supports arrive where there is a pre-existing cohort o f  individuals that have already been designated 

as “disadvantaged” openly by the political and bureaucratic structures o f  the s t a t e . R e f l e x i v i t y  

inspired by the work o f Freire invited an understanding o f how capitals (social, cultural and 

economic) are already contested terrains before an immigrant or newcomer arrives. If  one 

understands the presence o f social, cultural and economic structures as a palimpsest o f tacit 

understandings relating to the schemes of perception, thought and action inherent in particular 

places and times, then one understands that multiculturalism and other fonns o f integration can 

neither be understood nor experienced ab initio or as discrete categories, but only in a 

contextualised position o f conditional relations, actions and understandings. Oppression in this 

sense is not direct and observable action exercised by a set o f  agents ( ‘an oppressor class’) invested 

with powers o f coercion or prohibition. Rather, it is the indirect effect o f  intersecting interests and 

capitals that influence and decide what is o f value and how these values will be recognised. 

Therefore, identity markers such as race, class and gender are not necessarily ontologically distinct 

categories, but are rather a set o f identity constellations dictated by the perceptions and 

understandings o f those involved; they are functions of both the perceiver and the perceived. This 

insight illuminates that the arena in which one operates is structured and that it expects individuals 

to submit to its structures and relations as they operate in an oppressor-oppressed dialectic. It also 

became apparent that not only societies and cultures, but also organisations have their own

1002 Preire and Freire, Pedagogy o f Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 72.
1003 xhere is no doubt that many of the barriers to the educational progress of children and young 
people are caused by issues outside the education system. These barriers can be financial, family and 
health related, social/communal, cultural and geographic or a combination of any of these. 
Seeilreland. Dept, of Education and Science., 2005.
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c u l t u r e s a n d  that bureaucracies and schools have a rationality that structures their thinking, and 

within these structures individuals must operate in the practice of work and learning. In this sense 

culture in schools becomes a structure that structures existence and combines the two senses of 

culture as a whole way of life and the arts and learning as the processes of discovery and creative 

effort. Fundamental to the educational process is the structuring of individuals through schooling 

and the induction or indoctrination involved in the training, development, and the refinement of 

mind, tastes, and manners it requires. Education loses value if it accepts that the conditions within 

which it operates are deterministic, preordained or inexorable or that there is no hope of changing 

these cultures. An important outcome of this second insight is that some work to maintain 

structures, others to change them. If oppression or marginalisation are present, and by definition in 

a DEIS school they are, then what is the correct reaction between the oppressed and the oppressor 

within the school structures? Hopeful change is the driving force of humanisation in education, it is 

the reason for being and is the critical optimism that motivates action.

The final significant insight that changed the course of this study was that the socio

economic circumstances in which the research was conducted changed significantly as Freire’s 

work and his critique of neoUberal and market based rationality became frighteningly prescient in 

2008. The economy imploded and immigration declined and emigration has again become a facet 

of everyday life in Ireland. Without hope of work or of optimism for the future, it became an 

inescapable fact that the values of a society are negotiated in the context of the socio-economic and 

cultural conditions that influence the lives of ordinary men, women and children whose lives are 

circumscribed by and vulnerable to these larger forces. The impact of the economic upheavals of 

recent years will have psychological and emotional consequences on both those who have left and 

those who remain for decades, perhaps generations. Freire’s call for a critical approach to pedagogy 

became inescapably relevant and germane to this study as the era of markets as the arbiters of 

action in public arenas such as education was so blatantly exposed. The failure of a society that 

exports its youth has clear resonances with Erikson’s identification of the importance of 

generativity and its obverse, in stagnation. Freire’s demand to say no to the neoliberal fatalism 

informed by the ethics of the market, or history as determinism. Rather, Freire embraces history as

1004 Edgar H. Schein, O rganizational Culture an d  Leadership, 2nd ed. (San Francisco: Jossey- 
Bass, 1992).
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possibility which can demystify the “evil in this perverse fatalism that characterises the neoliberal 

discourse”.

These insights and transformations are living exemplifications o f Freire’s work. As he 

speaks o f the dialectical relationships between social structures and the infrastructure and 

superstructure in which the social actors live out their lives and their relationships, it becomes clear 

that an individual case should be considered in the complexity o f the web or relationships in which 

they are situated. This web, if the metaphor may be continued, is constructed in a place and a 

time and both situates and limits the actions of the particular agent. The problem is that when a 

research project is considered naively, the data presents itself in a straightforward manner for study; 

when the whole set o f  problems are considered, the researcher is faced with innumerable problems. 

This contradiction emphasises the necessity to put into practice the reflexive thinking for 

understanding as exemplified by Freire and Erikson which demands that recognition be given to 

the contextual and relational nature o f learning and development. The assumption that is expressed 

here is that research and education take place within a political and theoretical framework that must 

be accounted for in some (if not all) forms o f research. Reflections such as this tend to be 

inconvenient if one intends to finish a thesis or engage productively in the day-to-day tasks of 

living and working. Truth in these circumstances becomes obscure if not impenetrable in its 

complexity:

Men's acts may seem free o f the social nexus, but they are not free, they cannot be 
free, they are part o f it. Science cannot destroy the consciousness of freedom, without 
which there is no morality and no art, but it can refute it. 'Power' and 'accident' are but 
names for ignorance o f the casual chains, but the chains exist whether we feel them or 
not. Fortunately we do not; for if  we felt their weight, we could scarcely act at all; the 
loss o f the illusion would paralyse the life which is lived on the basis o f our happy 
ignorance. But all is well: for we never shall discover all the causal chains that 
operate: the number o f such causes is infinitely great, the causes themselves infinitely 
small; historians select an absurdly small portion o f them and attribute everything to 
this arbitrarily chosen tiny section.

The search for truth in relation to questions such as these can become paradoxically both 

liberating and incapacitating. By looking at the context o f one’s own particular case (school and 

research project) one develops the capacity to reflect on larger issues o f differentiation, to see 

beyond structures or dualisms of, say, immigrant/native. In a social context, where the designation 

o f others with terms such as “at risk”, “disadvantaged” or “non-national” become normative, one

1005 Freire, The P olitics o f  Education : Culture, Power, an d  Liberation, 13-14. 
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understands how language can become habitual and unreflective and create distinctions that are 

arbitrary or motivated by political or economic interests. Unquestioning adherence to these terms 

authorises an acceptance that some are less advantaged, national or more risky than others. 

However, examining an issue by considering the political and social context in which social action 

occurs permits the larger structures which reproduce society itself to begin to reveal themselves. It 

may then become clearer that political opinion and judgment are intimately linked to culture and 

social standing, rather than definitive statements of truth. Exposure to the work of Freire changed 

the epistemological and ethical foundations of the study and simultaneously initiated and facilitated 

the acceptance of change in the researcher (as subject) and the research (as object). Previous 

familiarity with the work of Freire had been, in retrospect, passing and cursory in periods of 

teacher training and Masters study. The combination of social and economic crisis, reflective 

practice engendered by being engaged in a research project and my own personal and professional 

development as a teacher and counsellor gave previously latent or surface understandings greater 

significance. Rereading Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed in these new contexts gave it increased gravity 

and relevance and it became a genninal document for reflexive theoretical development and 

practice. Contexts changed, previous experience and knowledge were given added significance and 

the individual perspective and understanding transformed to become more inclusive and critical. 

These insights were a transformative experience for both the project and for me personally. When 

we speak of transfomiation in this context one asks what is transformed? Identity is transformed. 

The word {Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed reread) and the world (perception, identity and action) are 

changed.

Openness and acceptance of change is a difficult process and may provoke inertia or 

authoritarianism in reaction. The challenge of freedom can lead to avoidance o f choice by 

embedding the self deeply in authoritarian social structures, disciplinary or instrumental responses. 

This is the epitome of banking education identified by Freire, where the teacher confuses the 

authority of knowledge with his or her own professional authority which is then set in opposition to 

the freedom of the students.’®®"̂ If this antidialogical action becomes internalised through a rigid 

relationship structure emphasised by the school or system and engrained in cultural expectations 

then young people tend to exhibit the very fear of freedom instilled by these relationships when

1007 Freire, Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 71.a
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they become adults, eventually, to repeat the rigid patterns o f thought and action in which they 

were miseducated. This becomes a socially constructed relationship that is then reproduced through 

institutions and media that have vested interests in the status quo or uncritical approaches to 

perspectives on education. The Freirean dialogical, critical framework and ethical foundation 

presented here supplies the individual teacher or counsellor with the tools to critically examine 

both the broader culture and society, but also one’s own received or unquestioned perspectives, as 

well as furnishing the tools to develop optimistically and ethically grounded responses to the 

challenge o f diversity and freedom.

To support the challenge o f change and the transfonnation o f identity, it becomes important 

to consider the development o f identity over the lifespan, to take account o f the changing 

constructs o f the adult, as well as the identity crisis o f the adolescent and to account for the 

acceptance o f conflict, identity crisis and change as normative. Erik Erikson’s work reflects and 

buttresses Freire’s insights with an intergenerational perspective to human growth and 

development. Erikson’s generativity recognises the danger o f an existentialism that chooses to 

abdicate responsibility for the generational process which can result in an abortive human identity 

marked by an authoritarian response to adolescent crisis, rather like Freire’s authoritarian fear of 

freedom. A generative perspective provides a response to the human need for recognition in the 

dialogical and dialectical relationship between the generations and the crises o f change. This can 

become the moral basis o f identity development. Only an adult ethics can guarantee to the next 

generation an equal chance to experience the fiill cycle o f humanness and this alone permits the 

individual to transcend i d e n t i t y . H o w e v e r ,  it must be stressed that Erikson views development as 

a transformational and inherently an intergenerational and mutual experience, not a process of 

singular self-actualisation.

Erikson’s framework accounts for the ability to transcend perceived gender, class and 

culture specific dichotomies by the mutual activation o f the generations-in-relation best explained 

in terms of his reformulation o f the Golden Rule which encapsulates his concept o f an adult ethical 

sense. This understanding finds that truly worthwhile acts enhance a mutuality between the actor 

and the other in such a way that the identities o f both the actor and the one acted upon are 

e n h a n c e d . I n  acting, the adult is activated in whatever strength is appropriate to their stage and

1008 Erikson, Identity, Youth, an d  C risis, 42.
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state o f life (for example, generativity), as the younger person is activated in whatever strength is

appropriate to their stage and state o f life (for example, identity crisis). The development o f a

legacy for the next generation is the generative force, a set o f  values, civic responsibilities and

capabilities for the future is the cultural action o f education, be it teaching or counselling. When

young people find a culture that does not recognise their identity, their abilities and competencies,

there will inevitably be failures o f cormnunication between adults and young people that not only

speak for themselves, but must be analysed within a wider theoretical, interpretive and contextual

framework that links schooling to the psychological and somatic contexts o f the actor, as well as

the socio-political economic and cultural values that a ffim  or deny the identities o f youth. The

failure o f the student or young person is in some way connected to a wider failure to recognise and

value their identity. In this insight, both Erikson and Freire see the development o f  the person and

the societ>' as inherently connected and mutually dependent and as the ultimate aim o f adult action

and both viewed hope as an ontological need and as the sine qua non for personal and social

change. Freire argued;

Nor yet can dialogue exist without hope. Hope is rooted in men's incompletion, from 
which they move out in constant search— a search which can be carried out only in 
communion with others. Hopelessness is a fonn of silence, of denying the world and 
fleeing from it. The dehumanisation resulting from an unjust order is not a cause for 
despair but for hope, leading to the incessant pursuit of the humanity denied by 
injustice. Hope, however, does not consist in crossing ones arms and waiting.'®'®

Erikson identified faith and hope as an essential stage in human development, as the source of

social and societal wholeness and as the basis o f intergenerational relationships and reciprocal

recognition:

Only a relatively ‘whole’ society can vouchsafe to the infant, through the mother, an 
inner conviction that all the diffuse somatic experiences and all the confusing social 
cues of early life can be accommodated in a sense o f continuity and sameness which 
gradually unites the inner and outer world. The ontological source o f faith and hope 
which thus emerges I have called a sense o f  basic trust: it is the first and basic 
wholeness, for it seems to imply that the inside and the outside can be experienced as 
an interrelated goodness.'®"

I suggest that for Erikson and Freire, human interdependence is the source o f personal and social

transformation. Their views are founded on the development o f a culture to be shared, constructed

and created. The conclusion is that some areas o f life cannot be abdicated to bureaucratic or market

rationalities, rather, some arenas or fields such as education, require a mutual, activational.

1010 Freire, P edagogy o f  the O ppressed, 91-92.

Erikson, Identity, Youth, an d  Crisis, 82. (Italics in original)
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intergenerational recognition and a new ethics founded on respect for differences that cannot be 

measured by the market or described by bureaucratic language.

7.3 Perspectives and Diversities: Suggestions for further research and the implications for 
practice.

Erik Erikson, speaking o f scientific proof and scientific progress in a field which deals 

directly with the immediate needs o f individuals, argues that it is necessary to account not only for 

methodological, practical, and ethical factors, but also for the necessity o f a professional 

i d e o l o g y . I d e o l o g y  always has the danger o f becoming a totalising vision a confirmation bias, 

that is a denial o f the subject and a tendency to look for what confirms one’s beliefs and the 

inclination to ignore what contradicts them. It tends to result in intolerant, sectarian or blinkered 

thinking and, when combined with others, this can result in a group operating in a bubble, a closed 

loop o f infomiation, knowledge and belief without challenge. Freire argues that methodological 

errors have ideological roots band this idea serves as one o f the epigraphs to this study. It is 

important that ideology or practice is subject to permanent revision. For example, Freire writes 

about the importance of the analysis o f national reality, on the political clarity o f the educator, on 

the understanding o f ideological conditioning, and on the perception of cultural differences.'®'^ The 

insight here is that one must spend time thinking about what something is for, why it is the way it 

is, and how it can be different. By engaging in dialogue with others (particularly if within an 

institution or community with a common sense o f purpose) there is a call to challenge the 

reasoning and assumptions o f that group for a greater good. In this manner both teacher as 

counsellor and teacher as researcher are engaged in practice and dialogue because they 

communicate ideas and knowledge with others as they create culture. In the relationship between 

the ‘teacher’ and the ‘learner’ both are subject to a set o f socio-cultural relations and bureaucratic 

structures that are not necessarily o f  their own making, and not necessarily in place for their 

individual or collective benefit. Thus, relational thinking is inherent to Freire’s understanding o f the 

development o f critical thought and conscientizaqao:

Reflection upon situationality is reflection about the very condition o f existence: 
critical thinking by means o f which people discover each other to be "in a situation."
Only as this situation ceases to present itself as a dense, enveloping reality or a 
tormenting blind alley, and they can come to perceive it as an objective-problematic 
situation— only then can commitment exist. Humankind emerge from their submersion

'0'2Jbid., 230.
1013 preire and Hunter, Pedagogy in Process : The Letters to Guinea-Bissau, 81.
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and acquire the ability to intervene in reality as it is unveiled. Intervention in reality—  
historical awareness itself—thus represents a step forward from emergence, and 
results from the conscientizagao o f  the situation. Conscientizagao is the deepening o f 
the attitude o f awareness characteristic o f  all emergence.

Developing a dialogue between the individual and the social-cultural context, between a theory of a

developmental subject and theories o f society, history and change, between a reified or static

ideology and a dynamic perspective o f culture and personal identity that accepts the interrelation

between culture and individual agency and identity is at the heart o f Freirean pedagogy. The aim is

to challenge one’s own assumptions, beliefs and tacit understandings, as well as those o f others

through a dialogue that is dialectical, positive and mutually beneficial. A pedagogical exercise such

as literacy is, for example, part o f a complex interrelationships that cannot be thought o f in

isolation, but always in relation to other aspects o f cultural action. To discuss it means to discuss

also the social, economic and cultural politics o f the country.'®'^ As such, when research attempts

to find clear answers in a complex social construct such as a secondary school, it can inevitably

raise as many questions as it answers. Some suggestions for further research arising from this study

could examine the relevance and applicability o f the theoretical framework developed here in

relation to diversity and in schools in Ireland. For example, future studies could examine whether

the theoretical configuration o f a Freirean framework can be identified as relevant to other samples

or populations, or to other teachers, counsellors or practitioners.

One o f the most renowned thinkers and writers in the area of identity and culture is 

Amartya Sen. Sen writes of the role o f identity at global and national levels as a necessity to 

confront violence and terrorism. Central to his approach is the recognition o f the need to overcome 

the influence o f confused and flammable readings o f human relations that generate group-specific 

disaffection and h a t r e d . E v e n  though all human beings have many affiliations, with many 

distinct patterns o f sharing (including the important commonality o f a shared human identity), 

these multiple identities are systematically downplayed in the cultivation o f group violence, which 

proceeds through privileging exactly one affiliation as a person’s ‘real identity’, thereby seeing 

people in an imagined confrontation against each other across a single line o f prioritised 

divisiveness.'®'’ Sen argues that when one belongs to many groups, each o f these can supply a

1014 Kvale and Brinkmann, Interview s : Learning the Craft o f  Q ualitative Research Interviewing, 109.
1015 prejre and Hunter, P edagogy in P rocess : The L etters to Guinea-Bissau, 72.
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different, and potentially equally important, identity. Therefore, there are different though

interrelated negotiations involved in the nexus o f cultural and personal identity development: (i) 

developing relevant identities; (ii) weighing the relative importance o f these different identities; 

(iii) the development o f the social or cultural identity in which individual development takes place. 

Acculturation, as conceptualised by John W. Berry, is an organising structure for the developing 

accommodation between individuals and groups. Acculturative stress is the terni that Berry 

employs for the conflict individuals experience as one moves between one’s original culture and a 

new culture. The conditions o f modem globalisation raise the potential for the experience o f 

different nomis and practices for families and adolescents. Acculturative stress may in turn 

contribute to identity confusion, which may be reflected in problems such as depression, suicide, 

and substance use and abuse. This identity confusion was expressed as suicidal ideation by Robert 

in Chapter Six:

The more I  think about it, it ju s t complicated issues and I  kind o f  drove people away. 
People became distanced from  me and I  was left in this place. So 1 suppose, where this 
came from, was I  decided to give my life to Christ. I  saw my broken-ness and 1 cou ld ’t 
take it anymore and 1 was literally, I  had ideas o f  suicide, actually i f  I 'm  right, I  had it 
fo r  a while.

It is possible that his feelings were directly related to his experiences as an immigrant to Ireland.

Although Erikson did not specifically discuss acculturation or cultural identity in these tenns, he

illustrated his ideas on this topic by describing a pseudospecies mentality. He believed that, in

times of tremendous change, people cling to ideas, preferences, and fears that bolster a sense of

their own group’s uniqueness.

To be a special kind, we have said, is an important element in the human need for 
personal and collective identities - all, in a sense, pseudospecies. “Pseudo” suggests 
falsehood, and might suggest that I am trying to emphasise the deviation from fact in 
all mythologizing. ...To the extent, then, that each tribe or nation, culture or religion 
will invest a historical and moral rationale for its exclusively God ordained 
uniqueness, to that extent are they pseudospecies, no matter what else they are and 
accomplish. On the other hand, man has also found a transitory fulfilment in his 
greatest moments o f cultural identity and civilised perfection, and each such tradition 
o f identity and perfection has highlighted what man could be, could he be all these at 
one time. The utopia o f our own era predicts that man will be one species in one 
world, with a universal technological identity to replace the illusory pseudoidentities 
which have divided him, and with an international ethics replacing all moral systems 
of superstition, repression, and suppression.'®'*

Broadly, Erikson focuses on negotiation between person and context (and on the resulting

consolidation of identity within the person) as the primary vehicle by which identity is formed.

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 240-241.
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This model may be helpful in explaining the development o f  personal identity and how it relates to 

acculturation.'®'®

Berry’s acculturative understanding o f  integration is o f  something that occurs when

individuals are able to adopt the cultural norms o f  the dominant or host culture while maintaining

links to their culture o f  origin. It is my view  that Berry’s understanding o f  acculturation is

analogous, though not identical, to Erikson’s culture-identity work and to Freire’s understanding o f

humanisation and provides empirical support for developing a humanising perspective for guidance

and counselling and teaching in second-level schools. Understanding the potential transformation

o f  learners through dialogue provides an important buttress to the concept o f  acculturation as a

theory o f  learning to emphasise the fact that it is not just the young that are in need o f  educating.

Rather, the entire spectrum o f  a society must engage reflexively with their role in the identity

fonnation o f  adolescents for the good o f  all. Berry identifies the need for a multicultural ideology

as a social and cultural project in which multiple cultures are accepted and appreciated, and

diversity is deemed the norm. Freire argues that no multiculturality arises spontaneously, but must

be created, politically produced, worked on, involving decision-making, political determination,

mobilisation and organisation.'®-® This is the idea o f generativity as identified by Erikson. It is

important to note that the parallels between Berry’s and Erikson’s work are not complete and while

there are criticisms o f  his theoretical link to acculturation,'®^' 1 find that there is a strong potential

to develop an acculturative generativity in practice and the general activational mutuality required

for integrative acculturation and psychological health. I find it a significant outcome o f  this

research and one that is worthy o f  further study that the two international students who took part in

this study suffered extended periods o f  crisis due to disconnectedness or communication

difficulties. Robert, from Nigeria, spoke openly about his difficulties fitting in, “/  c o u ld ’t take it

anymore and I  was literally, I  had ideas o f  suicide, actually i f  I  ’m right, 1 had it fo r  a while. ” Kevin

expressed his isolation clearly:

1 fe lt  that when 1 go t into f ir s t y ea r  that 1 d id n ’t f i t  in so well. That was probably  
because 1 w a sn ’t fee lin g  com pletely com fortable in the society that the school houses 
everyday. A nd 1 was trying to. It was like I  was sea led  o ff  from  the rest o f  the group.
A nd I ju s t tried  to do my work and sit o ff  in a corner by m yself. A nd then towards the

S. J. Schwartz, M. J. Montgomery, and E. Briones, "The Role of Identity in Acculturation among 
Immigrant People: Theoretical Propositions, Empirical Questions, and Applied Recommendations," Human 
Development 49, no. 1 (2006): 9.
1020 Freire and Freire, Pedagogy o f Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f the Oppressed, 137.

Schwartz, Montgomery, and Briones.
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end, I  k ind  o f  grasped  more the, I  d o n ’t know  social ability? To k ind  o f  not cause  
conflict, not cause conflict, a n d  socialise with everyone, no m atter what they do. So I  
tried  to f i t  in. I t ’s probably because I  had  fr ien d s  outside o f  [area] o f  the school 
towards the en d  o f  f ifth  and  sixth  yea r  So I  could  probably say I  was more o f  a 
sociable person. B ut before that it was quite, it was very...

Finding that these young people felt so isolated and segregated from the w ider school com m unity is

o f  great concern both for those w orking in the school in w hich this isolation occurred, but also a

m ajor concern for the w ider Irish society and has significant im plications for the practice o f  all

teachers and counsellors. The questions o f  identity and diversity that have been raised throughout

this study are o f  urgent im portance for further study and action with acculturation, generativity  and

hum anisation suggesting an ethical force for action or fram ew ork for ongoing research.

A nother potential avenue for further research involves the points o f  congruence and

encounter betw een the w ork o f  Paulo Freire and Erik Erikson. It is im portant to note that while

neither Freire nor Erikson provide a com plete fram ew ork for understanding this com plex

interconnection o f  culture and identity, there is a recognition by both that authentic dialogue

dem ands more that attem pting to convince the other side that they are w rong and you are right, that

static definitions o f  personal and social fonnations are essentialist, and that personal change and

social developm ent have developed from  a m ultidisciplinary, lifetim e search. Experiential Learning

theorist D avid A. K olb work supports the key finding o f  points o f  intersection in the w ork o f

Erikson and Freire w hom  he credits w ith having a significant influence on this theoretical

developm ent. A fter the founding fathers o f  his w ork (John Dewey, Kurt Lewin and .lean Piaget), he

states that his approach was fiirther developed by the therapeutic psychologies based on

psychoanalysis and the developm ental schem e o f  Erik Erikson as well as the radical educational

approach o f  Paulo F r e i r e . I  believe that Freire and Erikson find resonance in their recognition o f

the hum an drive to engage w ith others, to teach, to learn, to change and, therefore, to create. Freire

describes this drive as hum anisation, Erikson as generativity:

Once we have grasped this interlocking o f  the hum an life stages, we understand that 
adult m an is so constituted as to need  to be needed, lest he suffer the m ental 
deform ation o f  self-absorption, in w hich he becom es his own infant and pet. I have, 
therefore, postulated an instinctual and psychosocial stage of'generativity'...'® ^^

David A. Kolb, Experiential Learning : Experience as the Source o f  Learning and Development 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1984), 15-16.

Erikson, Insight and Responsibility : Lectures on the Ethical Implications o f  Psychoanalytic Insight, 
130-131. (Italics in original.)
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The final chapter is introduced with a quote from T.S. Eliot from Choruses from the Rock, “my 

soul, be prepared for the coming of the Stranger./Be prepared for him who knows how to ask 

questions.” Two cultural strangers, exiles and integrationists, Freire and Erikson asked questions of 

their host communities as well as their places of origin. Perhaps, this is why they appeal to me, a 

son of immigrants and immigrant. Both were engaged intellectuals and teachers and contributed to 

a wider social and political dialogue by through public involvement and critique. For both men, 

their dialogue took into account the knowledge of those with whom they engaged. Both men 

emphasised the link between knowledge, the role of power in relationships and the importance of 

participation in learning.

By emphasising dialogue with a conviction that ideas, knowledge and experiences should 

be exchanged with others who then act together and confront the complexity of life to change it and 

to be changed, both Freire and Erikson find a mutuality at the core of being. This mutuality can be 

achieved by what Freire called r e i n v e n t i o n . H e  did not believe in made-to measure methods and 

rejected dogmatism or absolute truth, and instead believed in a reflexivity in perpetual construction. 

This construction is necessary in a teacher-student (leamer-leamer) relationship that involves 

reciprocity, a relationship that is difficult to achieve in the expert educator and passive student 

banking model. Building relationships takes time, energy, openness and a willingness to trust and 

developing bonds such as these is a demanding and complex process and sometimes it fails to 

produce the desired results. Freire argues that the process is challenging: “A multiculturality must 

be created, politically produced, worked on in the sweat of one's brow, in concrete history.” A 

concatenated research project that engages with or develops the congruencies between Freire and 

Erikson illuminated here would be a constructive and useful work for teachers, counsellors and 

others involved in education, psychology and other social sciences as a source of fertile theoretical, 

practical and methodological insights.

Furthermore, my experience as a researcher, teacher and counsellor involved in a 

multidisciplinary and creative project finds a congruence with the role of exploratory researcher 

described by Stebbins as a person for whom discovery is a pervasive personal orientation, an 

occupation or a vocation.'®-® I believe that the exploratory practitioner research model aligns with

1024 Foreward, Freire and Macedo, Literacy : Reading the Word & the World.
>0-5 Freire and Freire, Pedagogy o f  Hope : Reliving Pedagogy o f  the Oppressed, 137.

Stebbins, 50.
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the Eriksonian and Freirean methodologies and would be o f great value for further research in other

contexts or with other participants, particularly for those involved in teaching or counselling. For

example a practitioner’s experience informed by a guidance and counselling perspective

contributed to this study. Working with young people on an individual basis for a number o f years

accounts for the understanding o f the wider educational processes and their influence on individual

adolescent identity. Rather than seeing aspects o f  the inquiry in isolation from the overall research

project it became clear to me that the metaphor o f  explorer was relevant to both the type o f inquiry

involved, but also in the searching metaphors that emerged from the literature reviews. Freire and

Erikson both fit the role o f the exploratory practitioner researcher in whom, life, work, theory and

practice were manifest and self-evident. Research in any field begins with curiosity but research

methods texts can kill curiosity by subjecting it to a formula. The type o f exploratory research

project as a rigorous and extended reflection on action holds great appeal for some types of

research and for some types o f researcher:

As a social process, all research involves a great deal o f guesswork, fumbling about, 
looking around, following rather loosely formulated hunches, filling in empty spaces 
and, generally, figuring out ways to usefully categorise and explain what it is that one 
has learned. Exploration is in many ways simply a synonym for the research o f even 
the most systematic sort since stumbling over something previously unseen or 
unknown is presumably the sort o f  experience that all students seek. Exploration, with 
its open character and emphasis on flexibility, pragmatism, and the particular, 
biographically specific interests o f  an investigator, is arguably a more inviting and 
indeed accurate way o f representing social research than treating it as a narrowing, 
quasi rule-bound and discipline-based process that settles and confirms rather than 
unsettles and questions what one knows.

Some research approaches cannot comprehensively respond to the complexity of

educational action. For example, Allwright a finds that Action Research as a model for classroom

research only gives a new name to what was previously being asked of teachers.

It simply repeated the demand on them to develop research skills taken from the 
academic repertoire and to run classroom research projects that would be essentially 
parasitical on both their normal working lives as teachers and the lives o f their 
learners....it seemed to me it had the same potential to lead to burnout

The day-to-day ‘problem s’ o f  education elicit complex research questions that require a

combination o f methodologies and a more expansive approach that addresses all aspects o f  the

classroom dynamic and which attends to the particularities o f the situation in which one is

teaching. Such a model would seek a practical wisdom that acknowledges teacher autonomy and

John Van Maanen & Peter K. Manning & Marc L. Miller, Series Editors' Intioduction ibid.
1028 Dick Allwright, "Developing Principles for Practitioner Research: The Case o f Exploratory Practice," 
The Modern Language Journal 89, no. 3 (2005): 354-355.
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know ledge, the student voice and experience, com m unity involvem ent and other m ultifarious data 

in its fram ework. Here it is accepted that social science does not give us fixed and universal 

know ledge o f  the social w orld as such but, rather, that it contributes to the task o f  im proving upon 

our practical know ledge o f  ongoing social life.'°^^ Exploratory research em ploying conceptual 

fram ew orks such as the one suggested in this study are significant for further study and relevant for 

practice for two interrelated reasons: First, many researchers o f  teachers’ professional developm ent 

find that se lf determ ination and autonom y are key aspects or hallm arks o f  professionalism . For 

exam ple. Day argues that m ultiple reform  agendas, driven by perform ativity  coupled w ith the 

continuing m onitoring o f  the efficiency with w hich teachers are expected to im plem ent o thers’ 

plans for the kind o f  curricula and approaches to teaching, learning and assessm ent, have five 

consequences w hich are likely to reduce rather than increase effectiveness. Such agendas:

i. Threaten teachers’ sense o f  agency;
ii. Im plicitly encourage teachers to com ply uncritically (e.g. teach to the test)
iii. Challenge teachers’ substantive identity;
iv. Reduce the tim e teachers have to connect with, care for and attend to the
needs o f  individual students;
V. D im inish teachers’ sense o f  m otivation, efficacy and jo b  satisfaction.

Day argues that paradoxically, im posed reform  may in the long term  dim inish teachers’ capacity to 

raise standards.

It is the core values and the very sources o f  m eaning identified in this study such as 

identity, relationships, criticality and problem atising and agency (existential being) w hich reform s 

ignore, erode or destabilise, and w hich can destroy the sense o f  identity w hich is at the core o f 

being an effective professional. In Freirean term s, this very process can be dehum anising for the 

teacher. The notion o f  criticality and evaluation, o f  teachers being able to take a critical stance 

about w hat they choose to research and w hat they find out from  their research should be o f  crucial 

im portance to how current teacher research initiatives are viewed w ithin the research com m unity 

and w ithin the teaching profession itse lf  Cam pbell et a l find that the key factors in the 

developm ent o f  a strategy to prom ote critical thinking and teacher research w ould include:

Paul Smeyers and Marc Depaepe, "Making Sense of the Attraction of Psychology: On the Strengths and 
Weaknesses for Education and Educational Research," in Educational Research: The Attraction o f  
Psychology, ed. Paul Smeyers and Marc Depaepe, Educational Research (Springer Netherlands, 2013), 3.

Christopher Day, "School Reform and Transitions in Teacher Professionalism and Identity," International 
Journal o f  Educational Research 37, no. 8 (2002).

Ibid.
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i. Autonomy and control o f research questions and project design by the teacher 
researchers;
ii. A high quality of support for research projects; robust processes o f self 
monitoring, critical reflection and evaluation;
iii. Transparent procedures for dissemination and promoting debate o f research 
projects and findings;
iv. The establishment o f critical communities in which teacher research is 
published.

A key feature o f exploratory research is its detachment from prescribed research 

procedures based on traditional research theories and fixed methodologies. As a result, the 

exploring researcher is required to maintain an open-mind and a high level o f flexibility to 

creatively use methods available. Therefore, the model o f the exploratory practitioner researcher is 

suggested as relevant as a framework for further research in education because gives voice to the 

variety o f influences on teaching and learning in schools from a “bottom-up” rather than “top- 

down” perspective. For this reason, such a research model would be o f value in other contexts, with 

other samples and in longitudinal or concatenated research studies. Therefore, the second reason a 

conceptual framework and exploratory study such as this on is worthy o f further research is that, by 

linking teaching to research with teachers as practitioner researchers, practice, teacher agency, 

criticality, identity and relationships with students become significant and displace research based 

on solely technicist frameworks associated with the narrow, undemocratic, and dehumanising view 

o f learning advanced by neoliberal schooling refonns. The idea that more empirical study by itself 

will yield proven solutions to ongoing educational problems without addressing social or economic 

inequality are bound to fail.

The need for inclusivity and cross-cultural dialogue and interaction that combats technicist 

and bureaucratic thought can be subsumed under the Freirean conceptualisation o f humanisation. 

Humanisation offers a critical understanding of the social, cultural and psychological construction 

o f the individual, one that recognises both the universalities that are shared across cultures as well 

as the specific historical and socio-economic and cultural factors that affect, detrimentally or 

transformatively, personal development within particular contexts. The unexplored aspects o f the 

relationship between acculturation and identity development demands attention from educators, 

teachers and counsellors, and I believe that acculturation and generativity as perspectives o f and on 

diversity may become paths to a vision o f wholeness and integration at the same time as they 

recognise incompletion o f cultural and personal identities. A significant outcome o f this study

Campbell, McNamara, and Gilroy, 25-26.
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derives from the concept o f generativity and the role o f teacher identity as it is implicated in the 

process o f education and humanisation and is a significant outcome worth further exploration in 

other contexts in education, but also in other fields or disciplines.

What we mean when we talk about education is neither absolute nor arbitrary, but cultural 

and historical. There is no single ‘grand narrative’ o f education that secures its essence and 

guarantees pemianence and understanding. Indeed, there is dispute and changing perspectives 

regarding the social understandings about the needs and requirements o f children and students, 

about the duties and responsibilities teachers, about the demands of parents and opinions regarding 

the processes, content and product o f educational activities, and perhaps most contentiously, about 

the purposes to which education aspires. Yet, while there has been change and discord, there is also 

continuity and agreement on core principles and current configurations and expectations for 

education that are influenced by factors such as globalisation and consumer capitalism, 

secularisation, multiculturalism and diversity the where the values o f individualism and a culture of 

performativity make particular demands on teachers and students. Teaching and learning today 

takes place in this socio-cultural and historical context. Furthermore, Irish policy is increasing 

influenced by ideas from the USA and UK where education has been the subject of intense 

accountability measures and the introduction o f national programmes o f testing and teachers are 

expected to meet high standards of teaching and raise levels o f achievement in schools. As a result 

teachers have at times felt a lack o f ownership and a lack o f self worth, as measures to inspect 

schools and appraise teachers have been introduced under the banner o f  ‘modernising’ teaching. 

Within the context o f ‘rolling reform ’ and piecemeal implementation, the professional development 

o f teachers has become a high profile, politically ‘hot’ issue.

The vision, values and principles ingrained in the re-imagined Junior Cycle framework 

recognise the importance o f a holistic model o f learning that incorporates identity, inclusion, 

recognition and the centrality o f the student in the educational process that has been developed in 

this study. These ideas naturally align with Freire who advocated education “with” rather than 

“for.” When people or groups begin to see daily experience, the way of being in the world, as an 

object o f critical reflection, and being “with” another in an existential and ethical way “equality

'033 Jean Rudduck, Innovation and Change : D evelop ing  Involvem ent and U nderstanding, M odem  
Educational Thought. (M ilton Keynes: Open University Press, 1990).

Campbell, McNamara, and Gilroy, 13.
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and inclusion, justice and fairness, freedom and democracy, and respect for human dignity 

and identity” can become some o f the values that inform educational action. This perspective 

recognises the value o f individual identity and uniqueness, but also the value o f cultural diversity. 

The formulation “Perspectives and Diversities” was selected as the thematic framework for this 

final chapter to emphasise their interconnectedness. According to Freire, in the oppressor- 

oppressed contradiction the radical requirement - both for the individual who discovers him self or 

herself to be an oppressor and for the oppressed, is that the concrete situation which is the cause of 

oppression must be transformed. To combat immobility or stasis which would divert the 

recognition o f oppression or inequality into acceptance or false generosity, alternative views and 

other ways o f being must be discerned and discussed. In this way one leams to accept diversity and 

to question an unexamined perspectives. Education o f value should offer diverse perspectives and 

engage with perspectives on diversity. When perspectives are total, they are totalising visions, 

sectarian, authoritarian, anti-dialogical and a failure o f dialectical thinking and o f hope. The 

consequence o f reflising to recognise one’s unfmishedness, or the unfinishedness (rather than 

incompleteness) o f others is the cause of, and consequence of, what Freire tenned a banking 

education.

At the end o f this study, I believe that understanding, empathising and engaging with a 

diversity o f ways o f being counters a bureaucratic and market rationality that prefers to ignore the 

messy inconveniences o f life. What is it like to be an adolescent? (How quickly one tends to forget) 

What is it like to be from a community that suffers generational marginalisation? What is school 

like when you are an immigrant and on your own? What is school like when you are unlikely to go 

to college, or in some cases even get a job? What is your experience o f school if  you are gay? What 

if you have been abused in your home? What is your experience if  one, or both o f your parents 

have passed away? If you want to escape your community through education, how is your sense 

identity affected? These are the questions that students, counsellors and teachers in schools across 

the world face every day. The answer, to some extent, must be recognising these diverse factors and 

responding by developing a critical perspective fused with optimism with an aim to develop a 

humanising practice in which the teacher or counsellor becomes a committed actor in the co

construction o f adolescent identity with the aim o f transformation of the individual and the creation

'‘'̂ 5 NCCA, Innovation cS: Identity: Schools Developing Junior Cycle.
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o f culture. I suggest that the framework presented here is suitable for integration into the 

framework o f the new Junior Cycle framework and the six Key Skills Six key skills to be 

embedded in subjects: managing myself; staying well; communicating; being creative; working 

with others; and managing information and thinking. Evaluation and further research that identifies 

the links between the new Junior Certificate and the framework for action suggested in this study 

would provide fertile ground for researchers and practitioners, as well as those involved in policy 

development.

The findings in this study corroborate the belief that the skills, qualities and effectiveness

o f a good counsellor are relevant to those o f good teachers and that a counselling perspective is a

very important dimension o f teaching: the roles o f the good teacher and counsellor can be

synonymous and interchangeable. Good teaching can be considered good guidance, and

reciprocally, good guidance can be effective teaching. When this ethos permeates other areas o f the

school environment, it is noticed and felt by students because they perceive that the educational

process involves them, rather than something that happens to them, and then education becomes

with rather than education for. John identified this interpersonal dynamic in Chapter Six:

You don't fo)'get the time teachers spend with you, ju st talking about nothing. Just 
talking about random stuff. And, you know because they d o n ’t have to, they genuinely 
d o n ’t have to do that they can ju s t leave the school at the end o f  the day and forget you  
even exist. But they take the time and they do s tu ff fo r  you, and it does, it sticks with 
you. it definitely does. It sticks with me anyway.

The connections that emerge from the reading, listening, writing and reflecting about the lives o f

the students as they have described them is itself part o f the humanising process for me as a

researcher and as a teacher and counsellor, one that demands a response o f humility and respect for

the honesty, openness and variety o f experiences that have been shared by the interviewees. Ideally,

for the former students that were involved in the research process, they will have reflected on what

education means, what is valued as important, what they remember as significant and that this is in

some way a constituent o f their own development. It is also hoped that these insights will influence

the lives o f students in years to come as my own practice, and the practice o f others are informed

by the insights elicited for this study.

In my personal experience, and in the research presented in this study, the factors that 

influence individual action and impact student learning and perfonnance are multiple and varied. 

Dialogue from a counselling perspective involves a process o f discernment that manifests itself in a
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convergence between identity formation and action, between the actions that will be consistent or 

inconsistent with one’s identity and how the process o f personal development is fraught with 

psycho-social and biological factors. Humanisation is a process o f identity formation and teaching 

infonned by a framework or theory o f action becomes a process o f culture creation through a 

dialectic o f history and imagination. The process o f discernment supplies new images o f possible 

selves and working dialogically with another to provide the relational and educational supports that 

make the educational experience meaningful and life-changing is a transformative experience for 

student, teacher, and ideally, the broader community and society. It is acculturative as it negotiates 

the integration o f another through a process o f mutual recognition. It is generative as a culture is 

transmitted, but also created as it takes new forms in new generations. Finally, it is humanising as it 

changes both identity and lives, and makes space for the transformative act o f changing the world. 

7.4 Strengths and Limitations o f the Study

This study adds to the literature on guidance and counselling and teaching by developing a 

set o f key concepts for theory and practice and by comparing these to the experiences o f young 

people it finds that there are conelations with current research and NCCA publications'®^® and 

significant insights for practitioners and other interested readers. The present study contributes a 

model for examining practice, for interrogating ethics and for suggesting how practitioner research 

may be improved by adopting an exploratory orientation. It also argues that critically reflexive 

praxis and research are not solitary pursuits, but rather must be enacted in the presence and with the 

assistance o f others. Therefore, this study offers a significant view o f practice that involves cultural 

matters and generational dialogue and that presents acculturation and generativity as foundations o f 

a conceptual framework for a theory o f action with humanisation as its aim. This framework has 

both guided the research process and suggested practice that resonates with the experiences o f the 

young people interviewed for this study and with m yself as a teacher and counsellor.

This study finds significant and meaningfiil points o f encounter and congruences between 

the work o f Paulo Freire and Erik Erikson and offers an original reading o f the two great theorists 

and teachers. The correspondences between the two theorists suggests a vocational force in 

research, teaching and learning that suggests and supports an understanding o f theory as and ethical 

force that must be enacted with others. Because the variables and outcomes that go into directing

'<>3® See: Siraj-Blatchford and others., NCCA, Innovation & Identity: Schools Developing Junior Cycle.,
Hayes and others.,
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and fostering learning and identity change can be so complex, the how o f  the process is perhaps as 

significant as the short terni what o f the learning. A vision o f education that concerns itself with 

acculturation, generativity and the process o f humanisation as the making o f history and the 

creation o f culture has significant implications for teaching and how to evaluate it, for thinking 

about learning outcomes and whether and how they can be ‘measured’ and for the normative 

elements and judgments that must go into any wider conception o f e d u c a t i o n . S u c h  a radical 

vision o f education informing all learning and teaching and evaluating the success o f both calls for 

new, different and models for whole school development in general and for guidance and 

counselling as it relates to teaching in particular.

Any implications for guidance and counselling such as those discussed here must be 

considered in the context o f  rolling reform during a time o f reduced resources. The removal o f the 

specific allocation to employ guidance counsellors in Budget 2012 is likely to have a significant 

effect on schools’ capacity to support student choices o f subjects, programmes and post-school 

pathways, and to provide personal and social supports to students. This is likely to prove 

particularly significant for young people from less advantaged backgrounds who are far more 

reliant on advice from their school in making post-school decisions and particularly decisions in 

relation to higher education entry. This conclusion was succinctly summed up by John who said: 

“ When you're in secondary school, you know the only people you really have, if  you have 

ambitions, are your te a c h e r s .This is a profound insight and explains the difference a teacher can 

make to the life of a young person from a what is called a less advantaged background. When the 

tenn ‘less advantaged’ is employed here, one must again remind oneself that the levels of 

advantage are detennined by the accumulation o f particular social, economic and social capitals 

and that true educational equality o f opportunity will only happen in the context o f  greater social 

equality. John’s insight is corroborated by research from the ESRl who find that young people from 

less advantaged backgrounds are far more reliant on advice from their school in making post

school decisions and particularly decisions in relation to higher education entry.

No matter how one speaks o f the teacher as counsellor and researcher, the ideas o f ideas of 

generativity, acculturation and humanisation provide a personal ethics for theory and action in the

See: Smeyers and Depaepe, "Making Sense of the Attraction of Psychology: On the Strengths and 
Weaknesses for Education and Educational Research," 10.

Smyth and McCoy, Improving Second-Level Education: Using Evidence for Policy Development.
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face o f fragmented and short term thinking in times o f austerity. However, acting on these insights 

and putting them into practice will be significantly affected by decisions to reduce hours, to cut 

teacher numbers, the failure to fund schools equally and equitably, the reductions in special needs 

and English language supports and ongoing demands to ‘be like Finland’ but without the resources 

or equality o f that society’s demographics, history and social cohesion. In a similar pattern of 

development to Ireland, Finland is an example o f a nation that has developed from a peripheral, 

remote agrarian/industrial, mono-cultural state in the 1950s to a modem, multicultural society and 

economy using education as a key to economic and social development. Finland’s education 

policies are based on equity, flexibility, creativity, teacher professionalism and trust and not on 

consequential accountability accompanied by high-stakes testing and externally determined 

learning standards. Finnish teachers are not monitored or rated based on test scores, and have 

autonomy. Power and control have not been effective methodologies in the past, and will not serve 

as the best way to manage educational change into the future. However, the engagement o f minds, 

young and older, with each other and for each other is the methodological praxis in a process of 

creation is a potential springboard to development. The Finnish system is built on trust, which 

along with empathy, context awareness and action in a creative mediation process with 

transfonnation as a goal are identified by Fullan as ideas for mobilising leadership for change and 

refomi:

1. Get a better understanding o f your own role, and be liberated by the insights and 
possibilities for growth you see in the most successful examples; do not self 
limit.

2. Work hard at understanding the situations o f other roles with which you have the 
most contact, and later your approach to them accordingly. Empathy does not 
mean agreement, but it is an essential component of any strategy that 
depends on developing the new relationships necessary for success.

3. As difficult as it seems, get a sense o f “the big picture.” Place your work in the 
context of society. If  ever there was a societal function that has global 
consequences for humankind, it is the education o f us all.'® ’

There are several limitations to be considered when assessing the value o f this study. The 

first concerns the size and characteristics of the sample. Specifically, the interview data is based on 

a sample o f 12 p a r t i c i p a n t s . W h i l e  this is a reasonable number for an exploratory research study, 

it is nevertheless a limited number given my goal to identify the value o f a Freirean framework o f

1039 pullan, The New Meaning o f Educational Change, 300-301. (Emphasis added.)
'O'*® Stebbins, 27-28. While Stebbins suggests 30 cases, he states that 10-12 has been deemed to be sufficient 
and is encountered frequently.
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practice to the school community for whom this research is primarily intended. In addition, 

participants in the sample were primarily o f Irish origin (83%). Although this is fairly consistent 

with the distribution in some schools, due to the relatively small sample I cannot make any 

conclusions concerning ethnicity/race and these findings other than noting that o f student isolation 

as identified here. Therefore, the sample is relatively limited in size and may not be representative 

o f the larger population o f students in all schools. In this study, I have explored potential 

conceptual relationships between ideas generated from my practice and the ideas o f others such as 

Freire, Erikson and Berry. While similarities in conceptualisation between the two strands of 

research bolster the credibility o f the findings, it must be noted that there were also important 

differences. I suggest that the unique contribution o f the exploratory research and ideas contained 

in this study outweigh the sample size limitations.

A second limitation o f this study is that interviews were conducted on one occasion only, 

consequently limiting the ability to theorise about student experience and reflection over time and 

contexts. Specifically, while I addressed the issues that emerged from the interview, the possibility 

o f engagement at a potentially deeper or more meaningful level was not possible. A one-off semi

structured interview is in some ways insufficient for a research project that seeks such personal 

responses to experience and the nature o f the methodological approach and o f the constricts of 

space and time leave many questions unanswered. For example, the apparent docility or acceptance 

o f the interviewees in the face o f the social and economic betrayal they have been subjected to in 

recent years did not arise in the interview process. Whether this acceptance was due to good 

manners, genuine youthful optimism, o f a transitive consciousness or naive transitivity is unclear to 

me from this study, but is something that I feel that is worthy o f further research and investigation. 

Ongoing, concatenated inquiry may offer insights into what appears to be unassertive psycho-social 

compliance. For these reasons, this work should be considered part o f the ongoing process that is 

tenned humanisation which gives people an experience o f dialogically and collaboratively naming, 

analysing, and acting on their social reality to contribute to the development o f critical 

consciousness that is individually, socially and culturally relevant for all teachers, educators and 

policy makers. While Freire finds that pedagogical problems are political and ideological, as well 

as individual, the counselling perspective also finds that family dynamics, psychological, emotional 

and somatic influences, as well as the larger socio-economic and political context and forms of
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capital may influence schooling. To research these interpenetrating and shifting influences demands 

more engagement than this study can reasonably supply.

I cannot confidently speculate about the lack o f engagement at higher order thinking that 

the same participants might address in other contexts or times. This limits my ability to theorise 

about the political engagement or critique that may have developed over time, or o f the relative 

importance o f criticality in their education. Furthermore, the value o f teacher engagement at critical 

crisis times, while referred to or touched upon, may be even more significant than can be 

concluded from the data as it has emerged from one interview. There are responses that are 

frustratingly unexplored due to the nature o f this study that may have proven to be illuminating if 

the inquiry were extended. However, by sharing their experiences, the participants were able to 

identify different stages o f experience and times o f crisis, thus providing me with access to their 

lives which provides this study with significant support for the conclusions it reaches. My ideas 

regarding a Freirean framework for action are therefore speculative in nature and should be 

regarded accordingly, but are certainly worth research both in other contexts and in longitudinal 

studies to achieve a fuller picture o f student experiences as they relate to the practice o f teaching 

and counselling. For example, research such as The Effective Provision of Pre-School, Primary and 

Secondary Education (EPPSE 3-16) project, conducted as a large scale, longitudinal, mixed- 

method methodology with over 3000 demonstrates how child, family, pre-school and school 

characteristics interact and contribute to children’s development up to early secondary age.

A final limitation is that the framework for teaching and counselling in the secondary 

school that involves the concerns and conclusions I have reached about the desirability o f such a 

framework and the related professional orientation involved in such a framework may be 

problematical for some. This is in many ways a subjective study, reflecting complex interactions 

between the data, one’s own professional experience and personal convictions and ethics. This web 

o f interactions is integrated into the theoretical framework (ethical force, subjectivity, inter- 

relational emphasis, refiexivity) and this particular synthesis o f theory and action may not be 

suitable at all places and at all times. However, by making such assumptions explicit in developing 

the framework, readers may evaluate the potential and draw their own conclusions and suggestions 

for ftirther research and perhaps as an impetus for concatenated studies.
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As a set of follow-up interviews was beyond the scope of this study, it would be of value 

for further research and would contribute to the continued development of the theoretical 

framework and of myself as practitioner to receive the feedback from the participants on the ideas 

suggested by this framework. Do aspects of the theory resonate with them? Do they feel that it is 

compatible with their experiences? Are there important aspects of their experience that are not 

represented in this framework? As of the time of final writing this communication has not occurred, 

but a final communication will inform the participants of the findings of this study. Not having 

feedback based on the findings may be considered a limitation, but one that may, in the future, be 

worthy of further research.

Final R eflections

“These fragments I have shored against my ruins.”

- T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land 

The context for this study is a secondary school in Dublin, Ireland, in the early twenty-first 

century. It is argued in a study such as this, the process, the concepts and the understandings do not 

have to be so readily circumscribed and limited in scope and practice as the description, but instead 

can provide a framework for practice that is cross-cultural in its diversity and critical in its 

perspectives. Skills and competencies are necessary for good practice, but good practice requires 

good purpose. It is argued that the values and ethics that inform the educational process of 

humanisation are imminently present in the practice of acculturation and generativity. The five 

Freirean core concepts for counselling and teaching practice infonn the aim of generativity, 

acculturation and humanisation in a second-level school, but with a critically optimistic force. The 

poet T.S. Eliot asks:

“What is the meaning of this city?/Do you huddle close together because you love 
each other?”/What will you answer? “We all dwell together/To make money from each 
other?” or “This is a community”

These questions demand reflection and response. There is a conflation of diverse values or

ideologies in the conceptualisation of the market as ultimate arbiter of value. The markets work in

some areas of life (making and selling widgets) therefore, some think, markets work at all levels of

society and therefore must the decide ultimate value of everything. However, on some questions

(the good life, ethics) markets are not the most effective arbiter, but instead are perhaps the most

convenient. Over the past decade, the development of an increasingly diverse society, of great
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economic development and cultural change has generated both encouraging and detrimental

outcomes. The period o f change that is under study here has produced a society that is less insular, 

more vibrant and more cosmopolitan, yet a financial and political hangover threatens to 

overshadow the more dynamic changes and a monstrous burden is being passed on to the young by 

the older generations. This burden could conceivably stifle the development of generativity with a 

consequent period o f generational stagnation. Simultaneous with the economic burden that is being 

passed on by the previous generations, there is also a danger o f broad brush strokes o f expedient 

political and media discourse labelling and self-interested scare mongering creating a stereotyped 

image o f disaffected youth. In these circumstances, the inclination is to write o f the need for social 

transfonnation, but the actual movement towards a goal o f transfonnation requires an ongoing 

reflexivity and concrete action in relation to changing circumstances and the challenges o f 

diversity. With an Eriksonian vision o f generativity and wholeness, Smeyers and Burbules ask 

pointed questions:

In the face o f these multiform possibilities, one response across many cultures and 
countries has been a nostalgia for a time when educational matters were more 
grounded in tradition and authority —  where truths were clear and values 
uncontroversial. This nostalgia has sometimes fostered a reaction built around 
fundamentalisms and localisms, thrown up as challenges to the open indeterminacies 
and uncertainties o f a rapidly changing global culture. In what sense can one still hold 
unproblematically that education is a matter o f bringing up children to be adult 
members o f society? Which society? How can we know what society will require of 
adults in the future? What traditional values and beliefs will be anachronistic, even 
counterproductive, in such a society —  and is this a sufficient reason to abandon or 
change them? If  one emphasizes the values o f  individual freedom, choice, and 
adaptability as learning outcomes, what happens to the values o f solidarity, 
community, and stability? We may talk about confronting these challenges as 
opportunities, and from one standpoint they certainly are. But what about points of 
view and belief systems that do not want these sorts o f challenges? We like to say to 
adolescents, “ If  you want to be treated as an adult, start behaving like one.” But what 
is typically meant by that is “ Be like us” —  and this may be precisely what is at issue 
today.

The ways in which one conceptualises culture affects the kind o f research one engages 

with and, therefore, the conclusions one may reach. What is assumed here is that the gathering, 

analysis and interpretation o f data is always conducted within a broader understanding o f what 

constitutes a legitimate inquiry and what is considered warrantable knowledge. With this in mind, 

one may accept that a social research project or thesis is the construction o f a story. In some cases 

research is presented as a personal story, in some as an objective search for facts, or in other cases,

1041 pg^l Sjneyers and Nicholas C. Burbules, "The Changing Practices and Social Relations o f  Education," 
Educational Theory 56, no. 4 (2006).
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some haraiony between the two. This research project is itself a process of interpretations and 

c r e a t i o n s ' a n d  argues that some phenomena must be studied in a historical, socio-political and 

cultural context. What goes in, what is left out, perceptions, observations, questions and 

conclusions are all to some extent contingent on and determined by time and space, personal 

history or biography and the personal biases of the researcher: it is the product of an agglomeration 

of epistemology and perspective and a consequence of method. The perceived value of any story is 

contingent on its historical-cultural context and of the significance placed on it by the reader. 

Erikson modestly claimed in the last chapter of Childhood and Society, “I have nothing to offer 

except a way of looking at things.” '®'*̂  This study is equally a way of looking at the role of the 

teacher/counsellor in a school in Dublin.

The discourse of globalisation and its attendant properties tends to be accompanied by 

references to a ‘knowledge economy’ or a ‘knowledge society’ and the assumption that the 

innovations that accompany such developments are generally associated with the idea that 

education is the key to economic success and that the jobs of the future will require ever higher 

levels of education. From its inception in the United States after World War II, human capital 

theory has tended to equate workers’ knowledge levels with their levels of formal schooling, to rely 

on quantitative indices of amount of schooling in estimating individual economic returns to 

learning and to infer that more schooling would lead to higher productivity and macroeconomic 

g r o w t h . H o w e v e r ,  after a prolonged period of economic turbulence, the human capital view of 

education as a machine to produce outputs useful to industry and the economy and that directly 

equates education with employment and financial rewards, is not credible and is in crisis. What 

happens when large numbers of educated people with college degrees feel betrayed by the promises 

of education? What happens when the aims and the methods of education are narrowed for short

term ends? What is the value of a degree and what is it for? These are basic ethical and ontological 

questions for an educator in a school with the responsibility for providing guidance to adolescents 

for their career and college choices. Is there an ethically grounded theory in which to base one’s 

practice that is not founded on market based ‘human capital theory’ where the domination of 

bureaucratic or instrumental rationality results in the systematic dehumanisation of people by

Denzin and Lincoln, The Sage Handbook o f  Qualitative Research, 26.
Erikson, Childhood and Society, 393.
Livingstone, 162.
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measuring quality of life by a narrowly economic logic? How can one develop or construct a 

methodological framework for action that is ethically grounded within the constraints o f an 

educational system that is established and perpetuated by an economic and political system that 

accepts and reproduces inequalities? When terms such as ‘disadvantaged’ and ‘at-risk’ are 

employed to refer to students, questions must be asked: What are we really talking about? What is 

not being said? Is this just ineffective or sloppy use o f language, or more o f a cause for concern? 

How much is being done to redress ‘disadvantage’ or to reduce risk? Is a failure to do so 

negligence? It has become clear in recent years that there is a media, political and corporate 

establishment in Ireland who reflect their own interests and concerns.'®"'^ By engaging in this 

discourse without critically questioning the oppressions that are the cause o f much inequality and 

the perpetuation o f asymmetrical power relations would be a failure in the Freirean aspiration to 

read the world in which one is situated.

It is generally accepted that attending a poor school in a school system with great disparity

between the poorest and richest schools would compound any vulnerabilities that the child brings

to the school in the first p l a c e . F r e i r e  argues that it is essential that human identity and solidarity

take precedence over the ethics of the marketplace and near the end o f his life, he prophetically

identified the dangers that neoliberal ideology posed for ordinary people:

One o f the transgressions of a universal human ethic that ought to be considered 
criminal is programmed mass unemployment, which leads so many to despair and to a 
kind of living death. Thus, the preoccupation with techno-professional education for 
the retraining o f those who have become redundant would have to be greatly increased 
to begin to redress the balance.'*’'*̂

In an era o f an education-jobs gap, where there is a discrepancy between the development o f work

related knowledge and the opportunities to usefully employ this knowledge in meaningful and

interesting employment, questions about the aims o f education should be under severe scrutiny.

Education systems have a unique role in society and schools have come to serve particular interests

in how they prepare young people for work; how they prioritise what is taught and in what way;

how they are at the mercy o f the needs o f capital as dictated by world markets. Freire remained

optimistic in his view that schools and teachers have a cultural function and, given the choice to

1045 Mercillc.

1046 David C. Berliner, “Our Impoverished View o f  Educational Reform”, Teachers College Record, 2006.
1047 Freire, Pedagogy o f  Freedom : Ethics, Democracy, and Civic Courage, 116-117.
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serve current interests or seek alternatives, that schools will play a central role in the creation o f

new cultures. These are the ethical concerns o f educators;

I would like to make it clear that I know full well how difficult it is to put in practice a 
policy o f development that would put men and women before profit. However, I 
believe that if  we are going to overcome the crises that at present assail us, we must 
return to ethics. I do not see any other alternative.

An ethical identity for Freire and for Erikson was not an achievement or something that can 

be measured as static and unchangeable, but rather something to be sought and worked for. It 

means that there is more to the individual than a core identity, an beyond psychosocial identity 

that in some way connects the past, present and future. Looking “beyond identity” also refers to the 

life after the crisis o f  adolescence and the way some forms o f identity recur in later stages o f the 

life cycle. Generativity is the primary concern for establishing and guiding the next generation and 

involves productivity, creativity and altruistic concern for others and is, according to Erikson, the 

driving power in human organisation. A failure o f generativity is stagnation, marked by boredom 

and interpersonal impoverishinent and a retardation in the ability to develop true care. Stagnation 

for the adult turns to despair in the ageing a d u l t . I  believe that generativity offers a way out o f 

cultural and personal stagnation by recognising the potential contribution of youth and the next 

generations.

The participants in this study explained the importance that their community, their

relationships and the role that school can play in fostering and cementing positive relationships

embodied by generativity and similar to the authentic authority as described by Freire:

Authentic authority is not affirmed as such by a mere transfer o f power, but through 
delegation or in sympathetic adherence. I f  authority is merely transferred from one 
group to another, or is imposed upon the majority, it degenerates into authoritarianism. 
Authority can avoid conflict with freedom only if  it is ‘freedom-become-authority.’ 
Hypertrophy o f the one provokes atrophy o f the other. Just as authority cannot exist 
without freedom, and vice versa, authoritarianism cannot exist without denying 
freedom, nor license without denying authority.

Erikson defined the ethical human being as the generative adult characterised by high vital

involvement: in the growth o f young people, in the area o f work chosen, and in the future society

which will be left behind. The generative individual is conscious o f being a guide, conscious o f the

need to impart accumulated knowledge and experience at the same time as remaining tolerant o f

diversity. Generative individuals lead in such a way as to teach the next generation to creatively

■o^Mbid., 117.

'Enkson, Identity, Youth, an d  C risis, 134-139.
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develop its own culture, at the same time as imbuing the youth culture with the legacy o f previous 

and present generations. In their respective crises in the adolescent (fidelity, seeking a sense of 

unity and continuity) and in the adult (a capacity to love, care and wisdom) each requires the 

assistance o f the other. For Erikson, adolescence itself is a vital regenerator in the process o f  social 

evolution:

...for youth can offer its loyalties and energies both to the conservation o f that which 
continues to feel true and to the revolutionary correction o f that which has lost its 
regenerative significance.’®̂’

The adolescent search for meaning and identity must be met with an adult generativity and care

that goes beyond a rationality marked by economics, standardisation, and authoritarianism. This is

an arena where unfmishedness or uncertainty are valuable because they operate, generally, outside

o f the market and act in non-market ways by seeking wholeness rather than totality. The very idea

o f totalism is abhorrent to the optimism inherent in humanisation and generativity, which seek

creativity, regeneration and learning as an ontological need. At its core, generativity finds

resonance with a Freirean pedagogy that emphasises a ‘liberation from oppression’ that seeks to

make manifest the power o f people to cooperate and to create commonalities across diversities. It

suggests that humans have the capacity for change, for progress, and for the creation of new and

more inclusive perspectives. This view o f education has been found to be a significant factor in the

educational experiences o f the students interviewed for this study as expressed in the importance of

having “someone there” and o f teamwork in feeling stress in times o f crisis. These insight alone are

worthy o f reflection in these anxious times. The challenge o f diversity and the challenge of

austerity can be met with the response o f acculturation, generativity and humanisation.

I found the process o f  discernment involved in this study a challenge, but as a 

problematising methodological praxis developed, the process o f uncoupling ideas, exploring their 

essences and de-contextualising them, only to re-contextualise them as a set o f  foundational 

principles for action became a tremendously useful exercise and in line with Freire’s own 

m e t h o d o l o g y . A s  a result, these ideas exist independently, but also serve as a unified whole, 

providing a foundational ethics o f  practice that grounds an epistemological problem (what does one 

know and need to know to do the job  and to develop), with a technical problem (how does one

Erikson, Identity, Youth, and Crisis, 134.
See: Paulo Freire, Teachers as Cultural Workers : Letters to Those Who Dare Teach 

(Boulder, C o lo .; Oxford: Westview Press, 1998).
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implement a Freirean perspective in practice) to creates an opportunity for a deliberation about 

values, theoretical articulation and individual growth where praxis becomes a way o f  being. I 

believe that in spite o f short-term economic thinking and mechanistic tendencies in some 

educational provision, there are tremendous opportunities to broaden, deepen and integrate 

guidance and counselling into all educational activities. The findings as presented here have 

particularly significant implications at times o f transition and crisis, and with groups and 

individuals who are marginalised culturally, economically or socially. Furthermore, there is 

particular scope for influence and expertise in the implementation o f the new Junior Cycle reforms 

in generating evidence o f learning outside of tenninal examination structures, o f sharing feedback, 

o f  planning next steps, and in the opportunity for students to become active and reflective 

participants in their learning and assessment. I argue that the key concepts, as recapitulated below, 

inforni a vision o f education as acculturative, generative and humanising that supplies a framework 

for the development o f  new models o f guidance and counselling and that promote increased 

engagement in the teaching and learning environment as an existentially and relationally significant 

experience. The counselling perspective recognises the acceptance o f a “s e lf ’ but also fosters the 

idea of personal development. In daily interactions between teachers, counsellors and students, 

opportunities regularly arise to engage with students in the developmental process that is always 

embedded in cultural, biological, and psychological contexts.

W hy D ialogue and Critical O ptim ism ?

The significance o f dialogue and optimism are critically important because o f the 

transfonning presence o f humans beings and the existential imperative for hope. Freire offers an 

epistemological and ontological model for the educator and the student to make their own in the 

practice o f living, not simply existing. Deterministic accounts o f  thought and action can limit or 

inhibit potential for individual and social change, thereby setting limits on the idea o f what can be 

done. With dialogue and critical optimism, the idea that culture is both experienced and created as 

individuals meet and engage with each other as part of an acculturative, generative and humanising 

process is conceptualised as the convergence and interaction of individual identity and the larger 

socio-cultural milieu as people intervene in reality to ameliorate it.
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W hy Employ Problematising and Critique in a Dialectical Approach?

Human agency makes sense and flourishes only when subjectivity is understood in its 

dialectical, contradictory, dynamic relationship with the objectivity from which it derives and with 

a dialectical perspective it is possible to grasp the role of consciousness in history, in the 

contradictory relations between partialities and the totality. Therefore, culture is not a 

predetermined system, but rather is characterised by social stratification and tensions of production 

and reproduction. Culture creates dominant systems of taste, style and expressions of nationality, 

and subordinate groups and subcultures. Culture can also create room for critique and 

demystification of the artificial parameters that culture itself imposes on p eo p le .P ro b lem a tis in g  

culture and identity recognises diversity and diverse perspectives create spaces for questioning and 

the potential for personal and social change.

Why Theory in Practice and Practice Grounded in Theory?

Critique emerges out of theory reflected in practice, but also by practice reflexively

developing theory. I found that previously unreflective readings of the word {Pedagogy o f  the

Oppressed) and the world (seeing race or ethnicity as discrete from other fom s of inequality) were

founded on an understanding that was incomplete. A Freirean problem-posing education affimns

men and women as beings in the process of becoming—as unfinished, uncompleted beings in and

with a similarly unfinished reality. It follows that actions are based on understanding that is always

incomplete. Yet, in the position of teacher or counsellor one is always in action, choosing, listening,

judging and deciding on behalf of others with resultant implications of being wrong. Freire points

this out in one of his letters to Guinea Bissau:

It is not possible to challenge anyone authentically, without, at the same time, 
addressing the challenge also to ourselves.'*’̂ '*

While praxis is the source of knowledge, it is not, a theory in itself It is only when paired with the

critique and reflexivity that praxis becomes possible in the developments of theory that in turn

illuminates new practice. This formulation of praxis was inspired by, and returns to, Freire’s

concept of humanisation. The humanisation under discussion is transformative of identity and

culture, it is not directive or manipulative, but instead develops new perspectives in dialogue with

others. This is a significant contribution because it emphasises the difficulty of attaining objectivity

1053 preire and Macedo, Literacy : Reading the Word & the World, 50-53.
1054 pj-eire and Hunter, Pedagogy in Process : The Letters to Guinea-Bissau, 99.
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within a received culture o f received language, history and social structure, but it also refuses to 

accept oppression or inequality as fa it accompli. Experience is where the urge to change originates 

and to where it returns.

Why Content Grounded in the Experience of the Student?

By viewing the educational process as acculturative, generative and cultural work, the

teacher or counsellor can attain a perspective that they hold a position in one social world and are

entering the social world o f another. In this way all educational work becomes cultural work and a

meeting o f worlds and the teacher, counsellor or educator can become, in Giroux’s terminology, a

“border crosser,” '®̂  ̂ moving across social locations to learn about the culture and community in

which they operate, but also to bringing their world to the educational action:

This is not merely a matter o f learning about what students might know; it is more 
importantly a matter o f learning how to renew a form o f self-knowledge through an 
understanding o f the community and culture that actively constitute the lives o f one’s 
students.'®^®

Educational action from this perspective is a two-way process o f accommodation that takes 

place over time and is possibly infinite, but is a necessity and includes various fonns o f cultural or 

individual adaptation. This view is similar to Berry’s acculturation which takes as a given that for 

successful integration change is essential for both groups and individuals who engage in contact 

which produces a potential for conflict that requires negotiation to achieve significant improvement 

in relations and integration. The formulation o f a transformative identity that is relational, situated 

and developmental and provides a discourse for learning that accepts social change and identity 

development that finds congruities with Freire’s conscientization and Erikson’s epigenetic theory. 

In particular, there are congruences with Erikson’s later stages o f identity development that sees 

adults moving from generativity to integrity.

The assumption that a multiculturally sensitive guidance and counselling programme was a 

good that was worth pursuing was critiqued as the study developed. I now believe that the 

structures and power constellations that make life difficult for immigrants and newcomers to Irish 

schools are often the same structures that not only oppress these students, but, discriminate in many 

other ways against other pupils. The work of Paulo Freire became an important critical intervention 

in the research process and, after extensive engagement with his work it was decided that the core

Giroux, B order Crossings : Cultural Workers an d  the P olitics o f  Education.

Henry A. Giroux, Introduction, "Literacy and the Pedagogy o f  Political Empowerment", in Freire and 
M acedo, L iteracy : R eading the Word & the World, 22.
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o f his theory provides a conceptual framework for understanding the socio-cultural context for 

examining the relationship between some groups and individuals and the educational process in 

Ireland. A refocus on the issues from the critical perspective is fiimished with concrete expression 

and empirical support in the process o f  acculturation as described by Berry and the epigenetic 

understanding o f human development presented by Erikson. There is cross-disciplinary support 

here for emphasis not just on what happens within an individual as they leam, but on what happens 

between individuals and  on the socio-political condition in which the learning takes place. In other 

words it is not necessarily how Irish society or culture in particular inscribes itself on an individual, 

but the way societies themselves create and reproduce themselves that is central to human 

experience. The social world is accumulated history, and to understand it, one must account for the 

notion o f capital and its accumulation in social, economic and cultural forms.

If  one were to distil one overarching theme to this study, it would perhaps be the centrality 

o f praxis to educational action. This tenn has two principal meanings that both encompass the 

motivating force for initiating the study and for the practical actions that will result from the 

outcome o f the study. The meaning o f praxis is o f  action that is morally-committed, oriented and 

informed by traditions in a f i e l d . T h i s  study is placed in the fields of education and educational 

research and has been informed by the needs, concerns and aims o f educational research and has 

elicited insights from Freire, Erikson and Berry to develop a framework for action. The second 

usage follows the usage o f Hegel and Marx, and in this tradition, praxis can be understood as 

‘history-making action.’ Marx articulated praxis as historical materialism, arguing that social 

formations, ideas, theories and consciousness emerge from human and collective social praxis and 

that social action, praxis, makes history.'®^* This version o f praxis has clearly informed Freire’s 

vision o f education as a cultural activity that seeks to transform social and individual circumstances 

and has influenced me in the development o f this study. This influence did not arrive directly from 

the words o f  Freire, but rather as an epiphanic experience when the words and the world rhymed, 

when one’s own experience and practice found resonance and meaning with the words and 

experience o f another. A praxis informed in this manner is not prescriptive because contexts 

change, culture is created and attitudes relating race, class, gender, disability, ability and other

Stephen Kemmis, "Research for Praxis: Knowing Doing," Pedagogy, Culture & Society 18, no. 1 (2010). 
Ibid.
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facets o f identity ciiange. However, a critically reflexive approach to diversity and adaptation to 

change is potentially valuable to all circumstances.

The interviews conducted for this study attempted to reach into the hinterland o f student 

experience, with what Van Manen called the “fascination” that drives the phenomenological 

project: being swept up in a spell of wonder with an attentiveness to meaning. He argues that not 

unlike the poet, the phenomenologist directs the gaze toward the regions where meaning originates, 

wells up, percolates through the porous membranes o f past sedimentations— and then infiises us, 

permeates us, infects us, touches us, stirs us, exercises a formative a f f e c t . T h i s  writer finds 

Yeats’ poem, Man A nd The Echo as expressive o f the positive force in the human encounter in the 

face o f adversity:

O rocky voice.
Shall we in that great night rejoice?
What do we know' but that we face 
One another in this place?

As Seamus Heaney argues, these lines tell o f that which the spirit must endure; they also show the

way in which it must endure, by pitting human resource “ ...against the recalcitrant and the

inhuman, by pitting the positive effort o f mind against the desolations o f natural and historical

violence, by making ‘rejoice’ answer back to the voice from the rock, whatever it says.” ®̂®®

Cultural fonnation necessarily involves the transformative presence o f human beings in process.

Even the lonely poet in the garret needs a reader The humanising process o f education is to

simultaneously facilitate change in others and become the change oneself. This is the difference

between transmission and transformation, authority and freedom and the idea o f humans as culture-

bearing creatures that have to transmit and support a particular culture or the desire to change and

ameliorate that culture for all.

It is not possible to choose to live a fulfilled life outside o f culture. However, this is not to 

say that an individual must be constrained by, or reproduce, the same static culture o f their youth. 

Generativity and acculturation require one to ask questions such as, “What is the legacy for the 

next generation?”, “What are the civic values, ethics and capabilities that are to be conveyed to the 

next generations?”. By employing the work o f Erikson and Freire as grounding for the 

development o f a theory o f practice, it must be re-emphasised that the use o f theory is not a

1059 Manen, "Phenomenology o f Practice," 12.
'060 Seamus Heaney, "On W.B. Yeats's "the Man and the Echo"," Harvard Review  4 (1993): 98.
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mechanical reproduction or regurgitation o f the terminology or shibboleths o f  ideology. This is 

anathema to the intentions on which their work was grounded and developed. Theories such as 

these are not static and totalising. They do not support the idea o f developing technical language as 

usable property. Indeed, Erikson eventually became averse to the use o f the term identity. He 

despaired that researchers and theorists applied his ideas unreflectively and without understanding 

the wholeness it represented.'®®' Reading and re-reading Freire and Erikson reminds one that 

theories, ideas and their implementation are not ideologically neutral or value free. In theory and 

practice, these questions are moral and political and demand ethical attention and political action 

with political and social improvement as the sine qua non o f interventions.

In this study, literature has been one medium for developing a critical, comprehensive and 

dialectical understanding o f identity, and has been employed throughout as an illustration o f the 

ongoing dialogue that artists have with identity and diversity. This is a function o f the desire to both 

pass on and engage with the cultures o f the past even as something new is created, as existing 

fornis o f knowledge are relearned or transformed in different contexts. Integrative thinking such as 

this indeed is the beginning o f the development o f Erikson’s final stage o f adult development, 

wisdom and insight, which is marked by sustained reflection, sensitivity to the needs of others, 

sound judgment, prudence and responsible actions identified as ego integrity.'®®^

Accepting unfmishedness while seeking wholeness derives meaning not from ideological 

certainty, historical determinism, governmental White Papers, or directives from others, but instead 

is informed and guided by a heart seeking wholeness that is active in the intergenerational 

humanisation o f culture creation in dialogue with others. In The Wake o f  Imagination, Kearney 

finds a need for a recognition that self-identity is not a given certainty and that the dialogical 

imagination, ethical engagement and poetic imagination (an opening up to “the otherness o f  the 

other”), in turn, develops a poetics o f  the possible that is both critical (ethical) and creative 

ipoetic)}'^^^ This nicely echoes the idea o f critical optimism as a core concept for practice and 

provides a final occasion for a poem. Given the unfmishedness o f identity, culture and the

Carol Hoare, "Three Missing Dimensions in Contemporary Studies of Identity: The Unconscious, 
Negative Attributes, and Society," Journal o f Theoretical and Philosophical Psychology (2012): 1.
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theoretical forniulations that serve as the bedrock o f this study, the final words are left to the poet 

Brendan Kennelly who reminds one to begin again.

Begin

Begin again to the summoning birds 
to the sight o f light at the window, 
begin to the roar o f morning traffic 
all along Pembroke Road.
Every beginning is a promise 
bom in light and dying in dark 
determination and exaltation o f springtime 
flowering the way to work.
Begin to the pageant o f queuing girls 
the aiTOgant loneliness o f swans in the canal 
bridges hnking the past and the future 
old friends passing though with us still.
Begin to the loneliness that cannot end 
since it perhaps is what makes us begin, 
begin to wonder at unknown faces 
at crying birds in the sudden rain 
at branches stark in the willing sunlight 
at seagulls foraging for bread 
at couples sharing a sunny secret 
alone together while making good.
Though we live in a world that dreams o f ending 
that always seems about to give in 
something that will not acknowledge conclusion 
insists that we forever begin.
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol

Generative Themes Research Questions Interview Questions

Dialogue: A Critical 
Optimism

Problematizing and 
C r i t i q u e :  A 
D i a l e c t i c a l  
Approach

P r a x i s :  P u t t i n g  
Theory into Practice 
a n d  P r a c t i c e  
Grounded in Theory

P r o g r a m  C o n t e n t  
G r o u n d e d  in the 
Experience o f the 
Student

Conscientization and 
H u m a n i z a t i o n :  
Creating Culture

Personal

Counselling should be available when 
necessary, on an individual and/or 
group basis, to assist students in their 
personal and social, educational and 
career development. Guidance 
counsellors are qualified to provide 
counselling support to students.

• develop coping strategies 
to deal with stress, 
personal and social issues 
and the challenges posed 
by adolescence and 
adulthood

• cope with the demands of 
school programmes, study 
and examinations

• organise the management 
o f time for school, study, 
sporting and leisure 
activities

• develop interpersonal skills 
and awareness o f the needs 
o f others

• establish good patterns of 
decision-making and to 
learn how to make 
infomied choices

Educational • the transition from primary 
to second level school

• Junior Certificate School 
Programme (JCSP)

clear inforaiation concerning subject 
choices. This includes information 
about the consequences o f subject 
choice and level taken for future 
educational, training and career 
options

• Leaving Certificate 
Applied (LCA)

• Leaving Certificate 
Vocational Programme 
(LCVP)

opportiinities to explore their interests 
and subject choices and how these 
link to further education, training and 
career areas

an awareness o f the content and the 
syllabus demands o f particular 
subjects

• subject choice for senior 
cycle.

assistance in the choice o f 
educational programmes offered by 
the school

• choice o f subjects
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Generative Themes Research Questions Interview Questions

assistance in identifying their own 
most effective learning styles and in 
developing effective study and note- 
taking skills, examination techniques 
and time management skills

• understanding o f their 
strengths and weaknesses

• study skills, including time 
management

• examination techniques (in 
3rd year)

• awareness o f the 
implications o f subject 
selection and levels therein 
for career choice

• awareness o f the need to 
consider all subject options 
including non-traditional 
subjects

objective assessments o f their 
aptitudes and achievements and 
feedback on these assessments

Career • meetings with relevant 
role-models such as former 
students and parents to 
discuss their chosen career 
paths

• the organisation o f mock 
interview sessions.

guidance on the educational, 
vocational and career options 
available, including career 
progression routes and lifelong 
learning opportunities

• prepare to manage their 
successful transition from 
second level to further or 
higher education, training 
or employment

• identify their own key 
motivating factors • 
prepare for successful 
transition into adulthood • 
leam about job search and 
job retention skills

Encouragement to explore a wide 
range o f educational and career 
choices, including non-traditional 
careers

• the provision o f access to 
information prepared by 
public agencies and 
employers regarding career 
opportunities

• the provision of 
information about ftirther 
and higher education and 
training courses, including 
entry requirements, course 
content, workload and 
progression routes
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Generative Themes Research Questions Interview Questions

The integration, as far as is 
practicable, o f  career themes and 
information into relevant aspects of 
the curriculum

• the establishment and 
development o f linkages 
with further and higher 
education institutions and 
training organisations to 
facilitate students' 
decision-making 
conceming course and 
institution choice

guidance in developing individual 
career plans based on the individual's 
achievements, ambitions, interests 
and personal circumstances.

• the provision of 
opportunities for students 
to attend events such as 
college open days, career 
exhibitions, visits to 
employers. Such activities 
require careful planning, 
management and follow- 
up, in order to ensure that 
students get maximum 
benefit from them

Social The Role of Guidance in 
Promoting Educational and 
Social Inclusion

make successful transitions from 
primary to second level and from 
second level to further or higher 
education, training or directly into 
employment.

Addressing Educational 
Disadvantage 
Early School Leaving 
Disability and Special 
Educational Needs 
Non-national Students

Promoting Inclusion 
The school's guidance programme 
can support the operation o f a 
proactive inclusive school policy by 
promoting:
strategies for building motivation and 
self-esteem

Final Reflections:
Critical incidents?
Turning points or interventions? 
Thoughts of dropping out? 
Personal crises?

• the identification and 
support o f students with 
special educational needs

• an awareness and 
understanding o f racial, 
ethnic and intellectual 
differences

• early identification and 
support (through 
counselling and other 
measures) o f  students at 
risk o f early school leaving

• guidance support for 
school attendance 
strategies • awareness 
among students o f the 
consequences of

• early school leaving
• knowledge among those 

who decide to leave early, 
o f the options available to 
them after they leave 
school in the areas o f 
further education, training 
and employment.
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Appendix B: Interview Consent Form

Research for TCD

School Name and Trinity College Dublin, School of Education

I am conducting a study o f the educational experiences o f a number o f past pupils from School 
Name as part o f a research project for the School o f  Education in Trinity College Dublin.

I am conducting this interview in order to help understand how the students have experienced the 
educational system to better understand how young people view their experiences of schooling and 
to help guide students in the future.

The study consists o f a semi-structured interview. The interview will be audio-recorded and later 
transcribed for analysis. The interview will be conducted at the Guidance Office in the school or 
any other place that is convenient for you. It is my hope that findings from this study will be of 
benefit in understanding the challenges and experiences involved in the way students views can 
inform teachers to develop ways for the school to better meet student needs.

All participants in this research are ensured confidentiality and anonymity. Pseudonyms will be 
employed for all people and places. Care and respect will be shown to you, your contributions and 
the school community.

You may request to view the script from your interview. Your contributions will be employed in the 
study and the infomiation gathered during the research may be employed pseudonymously (under 
another name) for other publications.

By taking part in this project you will help to develop an understanding o f the provision o f 
Guidance and Counselling in the school and may help teachers generally. You have the right to 
refuse to answer any question you wish. In addition, you may ask to have your infonnation 
withdrawn from the study after the study has been done.

You will be contacted at the completion of the study with the conclusions o f the research and will 
be given access to the data that has been stored pseudonymously in digital files if you wish. The 
material that you provide will NOT be kept in the school.

There are no risks to you that are greater than those encountered during a typical interviewing 
activity. Your participation will take no more than an hour, unless you wish to continue. You can 
withdraw from the interview at any time that you wish.

If you want to know more about this project, please contact me at phone number or at email 
address. This project has been approved by the School o f Education in Trinity College Dublin and 
further information can be sought from them if  needed on Tel (+353 1) 896 3583 (lOam-Ipm ) or 
email at phdresearch@ tcd.ie.

Sincerely,

Mr. John Davis, 

School Name
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Appendix C: Principal Consent Form

Researcii for TCD 

School Name and Trinity College Dublin, Scliool of Education

I am intending to conduct research on the educational influences, experiences and understandings 
o f a number o f past-pupils o f the school as PhD research for Trinity College Dublin. You are being 
asked to consent for this study to be conducted with past pupils from School Name and for 
interviews to be conducted in the school. I am also requesting that the data be employed 
anonymously in publications other than this study.

This study is being conducted for the researcher to develop an understanding o f the educational 
development o f the students to inforni fiature practice for m yself and for others.

All participants in this research are guaranteed confidentiality and anonymity. Pseudonyms will be 
employed for all individuals and institutions included. If  participants wishes to see transcripts o f 
material from the interview, this material will be made available to them.

The research will be carried out with respect for both the community and the individuals in it.

This project aims to develop a greater understanding o f teaching in this particular context. If  you 
wish to withdraw, you may revoke consent at any time.

This project has been approved by the School o f Education in Trinity College Dublin and fiirther 
information can be sought at Tel (+353 1) 896 3583 (10am-1pm) or email at phdresearch@ tcd.ie.

Sincerely,

John Davis, 

School Name

Consent Statement:

I agree to allow this research to take place in School Nam e.

Signature o f Principal Date

School Name
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