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~who read the signs of the times.
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SLUMMARY

This thesis reports a twelve vear action—-research study
(1974-1986) . Starting Ffrom the fact of inner city
underachievement, it sought to harness recent reseach

evidence on three issues: the importance of parents as

educators of their QW hildren (2yy Bchaefer,
Bronfenbrenner, Halsey.): the role of language in

intellectual development (eg, Luria, BHruner, Donaldson.);
and the effect of dialogue as an educational process (eqg,

Freired) .

The application of this theory, first in an inner city
enclave and later in a peripheral housing estate, was
real ized through fouwr projecte: Stairhead Seminars
(1974-~-76) , The GBovan Froject (1976-79), The Home and
School  Centre development (1979-82), and phase I of the
Fartnership in Education Froject (1983-86) . i o
research evidence was re—-interpreted through the insights
of parents and professionals, who translated its general
concepts into a local reality. This spiral of action,
reflection and improved action forms the first eleven

chapters of thise thesis.
The data used in  the stuwly (and included with this
thesis) was gathered and analysed according to a Freivrian

rationale. It comprises 109 transcriptse of small group

SUMMARY -~ 1



discussl ons (1974--7%) 3 16 interview transcripts (1978);
40 ‘Reflection papers (1974-832)3 27 videotapes (1974-86);
and” 47 ‘"Renchmark’ (ie. working) papers (19468-86). (&}
Freirian stance has also been wsed in the preparation of
this thesisi: that is, particular attention has been paid
to finding a ‘voice’  which allows the active and critical

participation of the reader.

Chapter ftwelve concludes the thosis. I

T

the initial research evidence and identifies a component
commonlsy omi tted fram intervention programmes. To
succeed, it is vital that the ordinary resources supplied
by parents and professionals are positively co-ordinated

in  the interestd of providing children with a unified

learning miliew.

Fublication

A version of this thesis is to be published by Routledge

in 1988, under the same title.

¥ N A A e eI K
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Prologue




FROLLOBUE

The plan was very simple — simplistic some might have
said. I would knock on doors and ask parents i+ they
were willing to discuss their children’s education with
me. Tngetﬁer we would explore haow parents and teachers
could become partners in helping children learn. There
was no doubt in my mind about the importance of the
parents” role in this: {for better or worse, the family,
and the community from which the family takes its values,
are the day—-long educataors of the children, and the
source of their attitudes and responses to many ways of
learning. Between them the family and the community
create the social reality against which the children

weigh all other possible worlds.

A.H. Halsey,; HNational Director of the large scale
Educational Priority Area Projects set up at the end of
the 60°'s, had =aid (%) "'The best predictor of a child’s
achievement is his name and address.’ Starting from this
chilling phrase, 1 chose to visit families in "Wine
Alley’, a small, labelled inner city area of Glasgow on
which there was already a sociological study (2). In a
variety of Glasgow tenement buildings ranging from
irreparable Victorian to recently modernised council
hames, I stood in doorways or more often sat in  the

living rooms of these hospitable parents and asked for
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their help. I presented myself frankly as a teacher who
had become aware of the failure of the school to educate

their children successfully.

At these preliminary visits I spoke only of setting up a
little educational partnership which would help me.
Unspoken was my belief that a strange kind of agreement
between inner city parents and teachers already existed.
One which allowed a high degree of school failure to be
attributed either to lack of intelligence ‘He just
doesn’'t have it’ or to lack of effort I+ she tried
harder she could do better.’ I was knocking on doors in
Govan because I saw such sweeping stafements as unjust to
the children. I wanted to share the research information
that children in low income housing right across Europe
and the United States were being shown to be more
intelligent than they seemed in class, and I also wanted

to do something positive to remedy this situation.

This was in the mid seventies, a period of heady
educational theories. On one side were the unrealistic
cries of the deschoolers (3) who concentrated on the
problems Df‘the establishment. 0On the other were the
patronising claims of those who felt they could judge
failure in home and family life accurately enocugh to be
able to apply Compensatory Education (4). From my

reading of research, a much simpler thought was gently
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emerging; the plain fact of mismatch. Home and school in
the inner city held such widely different assumptions,
attitudes and information that coping with both was, for
the children, 1like Jjumping from planet to planet twice
daily. My interest was not in placing the blame but in
seeking ways of bringing those two worlds of childhood
together. To do this it would be necessary for me to f+ind
out what education looked like when viewed, not only from
the school, but from the home of sach family as well. Go
I was approaching these parents to ask if they would help
. me understand how they saw education. In return, I was
willing to share with them some of the teacher’'s
prafessional know—how. Indeed this sharing was an

essential part of the partnership.

The research 1 had read (5) pointed to a serious,
unacknowledged problem of underachievement and in order
to be able +to share this with people in the local
community, I must try to build a bridge between them and
the researchers by translating into the 06Glasgow
vernacular the language in which the research findings
were written. I had then to build a similar bridge to

the teachers in local schools.
There were many issues that had to be tackled all at
once. Beliefs, attitudes, practice were all intricately

joined in a complex web. But research findings were
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usually Afocussed on single issues, so I was still hacy
about which research was relevant (6). It was not enough
to learn what was wrong. I had to find which skills and
competences a child needed in order to make good use ot
the school system. There was no agreement among the
experts as to how to tackle the under—achievement which
they were highlighting. However, in all the writing I
consulted there was one element of agreement: anguage
was the key issue. It seemed that the skill with which
children learned to use2 language was a critical factor in

the uccess they achieved at school. It was certainly a

4l

start to know that some current language factors could be
pinpointed as where things went wrong. But knowing, for
me, could not mean Joining the chorus of armchair
bewailers. I felt impelled to set out to discover the
critical features which must be part af their
relationships and repertoire if children were to achieve
success at school. This turned out to leave me no ophion
but td sat up a one—person piece of action resszarch that

would lead towards positive change.

In 1974 1 went out knocking on doors to see how we, the
parents and the classroom professionals, could build the
bridges of change for ourselves. Twelve years later in
1986, Strathclyde Regional Council, the largest Local
Authority in Britain, is responsible for the maintenance

and expansion of that bridge through a small Development
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Centre in Glasgow called “Partnership in Education’. The
Centre’'s purpose 1s to promote particular forms of
parental involvement in education not only in schools but
in a variety of community settings. Frofessionally
skilled and qualified development workers make clear the
principles and theory which could help to guide efforts
to give the inner city child a secure network of
educational support all day laong. They also work in
co—operation with 1local parents and professionals to
pilot and then package for dissemination a range of
practical programmes. This has only been possible hecause
over these years parents have gradually helped
professionals see what education looks 1like +From where
they =it and professional educators have learned how to
share with parents some important pieces of information
on how a child 1learns and the raole of the adult in

supporting success.

My starting point was a groping awareness that the inner
city child’'s potential could only be unlocked if parents
and professionals got together. I then made a rather
simplistic effort to make that happen. From that point
this book traces the unfolding of a shared awakening over
the following twelve years. It is a very personal record
of that developing vision and inevitably it leaves out
stories others would have chosen to include. Many

peaple have taken part since that day in 1974 when I
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walked into an inner city Council estate with the
unpromising nickname of ‘Wine Alley” and knocked on
doors until, 1986 when the harvest of that first seed has
become part of Strathclyde’s educational provision. This

story strives to honour their trust and co-operation.
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FROLOGUE

NOTES
1 ' A.H. Halsey is Director of Department of Social
and Administrative Studies, University of Oxford. In a

recent letter (29.9.864) Dr. Halsey, recalled the phrase
‘the best predictor of a child’'s achievement is his name
and address’ used in a newspaper article at the time. He

noted that he still believes it to be true todavy.

2 5. Damer, ‘Wine Alley: The Sociology of a

Reputation’, paper given at Aspects of Urban GSociology

Conference, Leeds, September 18-20, 1972. S=an Damer
lived for a year in a flat in Wine Alley. His +findings
were instrumental in the Local Housing Authority’'s
decision in 1273 to set up a two million pounds programme
to modernise and upgrade the whole 1little estate. fAs
part of this improvement the Local Authority also began a
community involvement programme and built a Tenants’
Hall. The lessons they learned from all this were
subsequently applied to other Council Housing areas of

Glasgow.

I.D. Illich, Deschooling Society, London, 1971.

2

MOTE ~ 1



It may seem rather off-hand to dismiss the work of this
insightful thinker and his followers with the word
‘unrealistic’. My comment does not express a negative
attitude to the idea, especially as it might apply to the
many millions of learners who live in societies without
as vyet our highly developed school structure. It might
indeed be best if they did not copy us. But, in Britain
at the present day, I think it would be unrealistic to
behave as i+ this school system was likely to crumble and
disappear in the forseeable future. For the present
generation of children the schools will be there and in

my view they should be used to the best advantage of the

inner city child.

4 The term Compensatory Education comes from the
United States and was commonly applied especially in the
60's and 70°'s to a wide range of programmes aimed at
tackling the underachievement in schools of children from
low income homes. Although work bearing this label may
have sprung from a sincere desire to make life more egual
and may in +act have achieved that in part, the
patronising and Jjudgemental overtone of the term
agradually became more obvious and unacceptable to many

people in this field of work by the BO's.
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3 There is an abundance of research pointing to

underachievementy; not lack of ability. A summary of
studies in this field can be found 1in W. Donachy,
‘Parent FParticipation in Preschool Education® in British

Journal of Educational Psychology Vol 46, 31-3%2, 1976.

b6 Research findings which might be connected with
the problem of underachievement were easy to find in the
70°’s, but I was hazy about which research was most
relevant because the variety was bewildering. There were
four main lines of researchs: (1) Studies of a single
piece of key behaviour such as the effect of a mother’'s
particular way of addressing a two year old child (e.qg.
Catherine Snow ‘HMothers® Speech +to Children Learning

Language” in Child bevelopment, McGill University, 1972,

Vol 43, 549-565). {2} The debate about the educational
effect of Social Class choices and patterns af

interaction e.g. Basil Bernstein Class Codes and Control,

London, 1973-75. (3) Issues such as poverty,
unemployment, and poor housing gave underachievement
another focus exemplified in the National Children’s

Bureau Study: FP. Wedge and H. Prosser, Borm to Fail?,

London, 1273. Even within studies which concentrated on
direct educational input there was no agreement. The

School Board of Philadelphia had set up testing areas far
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six very different programmes. A neat, clear booklet was
produced laying out all +this and the results. Early

Childhood Education in FPhiladelphia and its impact, 1979.

Then 1 visited +the man who had prepared the text, Dr.
Thomas PMcNamara, Evaluation manager. His story changed
the whole meaning of the booklet by adding dimensians
outside the scope of the study. One example was about
personalities. Those who ran the behaviourist model,
which on the surface looked so cold and mechanical,
turned out to be such charming, warm, 1infectious
enthusiasts that people co—operated with them on that
basis alone. On the other hand, Ira Gordon’'s parent
involvement model, working successfully in rural Florida,
had foundered on two external problems: Teacher union
policy and the personal security risks for home visitors

in Philadelphia’s high rise flats.
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CHAFPTER 1
THE FROBLEM OF MISMATCH

It was a beautiful sunny autumn morning in 1974 and
everything looked peaceful and possible as 1 approached
the first address on my list. I had been introduced to a
number of parents the previous week by the leader of a
College of Education project for young children and I was
now about to visit their homes by myself. The leader’'s
rapport with the parents had been wonderful and I did not

envisage any problems.

My planned starting point was a discussion on the
parents’ role as their children’s first educator. I had
thought out the waork very thoroughly and prepared a
little handout (1) which I hoped would lead the parents
to consider how much their children héd changed since
they were born, how much of this change was more than
natural growth and how the home had been the centre of
early learning. Despite all the preparation I felt a
little uncertain. I knew there must still be a lot for
me to learn about working with parents, though, clutching
my list of addresses and my attractive handout 1 could

not imagine what it could be.
I was not left long in doubt. When I eventually found
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the right door, the first family was not at home. My
propaosed visit was unimportant in their lives and they
had forgotten all about me! I was not toop successtul
even witH those I did manage to contact that first day.
One problem was my prized handout. It carried two
photagraphs, one of Julie, a newborn baby in her mother’'s
arms, the other of Eddiey, a young boy of school age. It
seemed simple and direct enough and I saw noc problems,
initially, in the +few printed words which directed
attention to the discussion theme. "What can Julie do?"
was the top line and lower down, "Eddie has changed since
he was a baby. He grew. He also learned. How much does
learning matter?" Over the years since that Ffirst
attempt I have been a participant in many meetings which
have repeated the ftailure of this approach by
simultaneously presenting new written material and
demanding instant response. I learned that morning that
a handout at the start of a session is a guaranteed

canversation stapper.

There was a further problem in this attractive looking
piece of paper. Some of the parents receiving my handout
would feel unsure about their reading skills. 0Of course
I had taken this possibility into consideration and made
the language as simple and short as possible. Before I
presented the paper I knew there was no educational

threat in it. I knew that, but the receiving parents
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could not be so sure. They would have to read it {first,
while I was talking to them, before they could feel
SEcUure. On top of these pressures was the fact that I
had compressed into these simple words a hard block of
theory summed up in the page title "Learning is Change”.
I might as well have tried to open conversation with a

Chinese proverb!

Problems created by materials were matched by my naivity
about local cultural expectations. I knew that the close
proximity of tenement homes in Glasgow had generated a
canvenient form of communication across streets or
between adjoining homes. People simply leaned out of
their windows, often propped up on a cushion and, while
participeating in a communal running commentary, watched
the world go by beneath them. Those who lived in ground
floor flats could have the added enjoyment of gathering
their friends round them for a chat without even opening
the door. I was now going to learn a first lesson on how
this process might apply to me. Intent on my discussion
experiment I looked neither to right nor left as I
checked the number of the close (the communal entry to
Scottish tenements) and proceded to knock on a ground
floor door. A young boy passing to an upstairs flat
looked at me in amazement and said in the voice of one
bointing out a ridiculous social gaffe, "The window’'s

open!" I leapt away from the door again and hurried out
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of the close. The kitchen window had been pushed up high
and the couple I had planned to visit were sitting on
chairs pulled up to it while a young man sat on the
outside window sill talking to them. Awkwardly I
introduced myself and received a vague nod of remembrance
from the lady incside. What was I to do now? The other
‘outsider” thoughtfully moved over a little indicating a
space for me to perch beside him on the ledge. From this
position I handed out my little leaflets, "Learning is
change" and tried to begin the discussion. The
conversation went surprisingly well, considering the
handicaps, each trying to find some point of entry into a
discussion on education. I looked for words to express
my headful of educational theory. The parents called
their little girl into the room to demonstrate that she
could recite all the numbers up to twenty. My window
sill partner recalled his school days in the area. From
these starting positions we all tried to reach some

common ground. But while we talked, half of my mind was

occupied by an argument with myself. “This really is
getting nowhere! Should I just go away?" "But then, how
will I learn if I don't persevere now?" Eventually my
companion on the ledge resolved my problem. "I really

came to see if Johnny wis coming to the pub", he said.

"If you don’'t mind we’'ll get on with oor education doon

there.”
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My notes that night recorded these and many more
incidents like them, but without as yet any real insight.

It would take much more experience and reflection before
issues which are now guite obvious to me began to emerge
clearly. Eventually, after many false starts and
ill-judged attempts I began ta Ffind an appropriate
expression for my vision and the first Stairhead Seminars

(Z2) began in September 1974.

Four mothers in a run—down pre—war housing estate known
as "Wine Alley" met to help me. There was no doubt about
who was expected to benefit. As I discovered later,
thess women were acutely aware of the ineffectiveness of
their own educational experience and would be glad i+
teachers could improve their ability to facilitate the
learning process before their children suffered the same

fate.

Maisie, the hostess, had heard me out almost in silence
when 1 first proposed my plan. Then she responded
thoughtfully: *I could gie ye an hour a week, if that
would help you." She could see little immediate benefit
for herself - except perhaps a little gentle
entertainment at my expense. It was the pain of her own
schooldays, expressed in detail later, which prompted her
co—operation. I was to meet this humbling response many

times in the yesars to come.
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Thanks to this kind of support, two small groups of
mothers (fathers, though invited, were not to join till
much later) met to work with me. Tﬁey used their own
homes as the base, Maisie’'s group meeting in “"WHine
Alley", Hettie’'s in a now demolished Victorian tenement.
At the centre of each group was a housewife in her early
30's, who had made a commitment teo work with me for ten
nweekly two-hour sessions. Each had agreed o bring

friends and neighbours to join us.

Small groups of mothers, who already influence ane
another and unconsciously affect common norms, form a
fragile yet powerful network of easy communication. If I
could introduce my ideas into Maisie’s and Hettie’'s
groups and hear them discussed, re-expressed or changed
through conversation and a little shared experience, we

waould all be able to learn.

First Maisie, Maureen, Cathie and Peggy met me in “Hine
Alley® on Monday afternoons in the time between the end
of the dinner dishes and their five year olds coming home
from school. The second group was formed soon after this
and met round Hettie’'s kitchen fireplace in a dilapidated
but occupied Victorian building. From the very beginning
we had a sense of partnership in a shared exploration as

the Stairhead Seminars began.
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This 1974 attempt to Ffind a new way to tackle under
achievement in inner city education was written up and
video-taped at the time. It taught me a number of
lessons. First of all, I had the opportunity to witness
small everyday examples of how families tackled the
mismatch between home and school. One such incident
occurred as I sat in Maisie’'s living room with some of
her friends waiting to begin a discussion on education.
Maisie could be heard talking to her small son in the
ballway of her home. "I'11 gie vyou +five pence, Ted".
"Well, I°1l1 gie you ten pence - if you'll go to school.”
"Oh Maisie he’'s only five!" her friends remonstrated when
she joined us, "What will you have to pay to get him to

the Secondary S5chool?”

The infant school at the root of this conversation in
Maisie’'s hame that day in 1974 was a bright, colourful,
interesting establishment. Why did Ted not want to go?
Why were Maisie and her friends even discussing the
possibility of bribing a child to go to schoal, never
mind the appropriate level of external reward? Learning
should have held an intrinsic reward for Ted and school
should have been a place where he found the knowledge he
vwas eagerly seeking. Why was this not so? Maisie and
her friends who were gathered in that 1living room were
not being paid or bribed to be there. We wanted to learn

and we were all enjoying the whole activity of searching
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for solutions. Why was it different for Ted? The
question was not a new one for me. It was merely a new
angle on the problem which had brought me out of school
after more than twenty vyears of teaching and into
Maisie's home 1in Govan. Thaose long vyears in the
classroom had already shown me many sides of the issue,
for mismatch had recurred as a problem or at least a
puzzle, on a number of occasions throughout my varied

school experience.

I bad begun my teaching career just after the war in the
then notorious Gorbals area of Glasgow. My twentieth
birthday was spent trying to make some meaningful impact
on a class of fifty—two squirming six year olds there.
By Christmas af'that year I was visiting the homes of all
the pupils who had not come to school for the class
Christmas party. With small ribboned sérviettes of
festive food 1 trudged up and down tenement buildings on
that dark winter’'s evening after school was aover. I was
€0 infent on making sure no child missed out on the  buns
that I thought nothing of my surroundings, until one
mother exclaimed on opening the door, "Oh Miss, vyou
shouldn’'t be here!" Then to my disméy, she turned to an
unkempt looking man who was watching me warily from the
kitchen doorway, "See the teacher down to the main road,
Wullie!” What new world had I strayed into? What was so

unsuitable about this environment that 1 had to be
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escorted quickly out of it? Certainly the building was
like something out of Dickens with its worn stone stairs
lit only by tiny gas lamps. Many of the two-roomed
flats, served by communal toilets on the landings of the
public stairs, were subdivided into "single ends" in
which entire families ate, slept and 1lived their whole
lives. Was it the building and its lack of amenities
that was the source of distress, or were there other ways
in which a teacher did not match this home setting? When
the post-war housing estates were built around the city
would the problems be over - or would they just become

clearer?

This incident occurred nearly thirty vyears before the
National Children’s Bureau document “"Born to Fail?" (3)
showed us just how seriously such environmental
deprivation affects schooling and life chances. But even
at twenty I could feel vaguely that there were cther
differences between home and school to do with the
meaning of life and expectations of learning which
somehow affected the children even more than the physical
environment. That was at the end of the nineteen

forties, before 1 became a Sister of Notre Dame.

Twenty vyears later, as Head of a Secondary Modern School
in the Liverpool paost-war housing estate of GSpeke, I

began to appreciate the gquestion, if not the answer in
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this puzzle of home/school mismatch. » This Liverpool
school had been set up to cater for pupils with 1.8.°s
between 80 and 110. From many points of view it was a
progressive, exciting place. School work was made
relevant through programmes of study which cut across
subject barriers and included work experience. (4)

Children grew in self-esteem through many partnership

situations with staff while they discovered their
creative ability through craft, music and drama
opportunities. By every means we could Ffind we

encouraged a caring "one world" approach which 1led many
to explnre career prospects like nursing, which offered a
service to others. A few extended their third world
interest into giving that service as far afield as

Africa.

But despite the obvious progress in curriculum
development and in school organisation and policy which
made our schcui "successful” to officials and inspectors
in Liverpool, I became increasingly aware that I was
failing by not achieving a real match between staff
efforts and pupil learning. Many pupils gained a great
deal, but too many left us without any noticeable
success. I was particularly troubled by those pupils who
did not want what we had to offer, no matter how hard we
tried. The few wild destructive pupils were less

problematic to me than some of the pleasant co-operative

FPAGE 16



ones; the kind of pupils found in every school who will
tidy cupboards or run endless errands with bright
eagerness but who rarely tackle school work — and then
aonly to please the teacher, never because they have

discovered any pleasure in it for themselves.

Ted's problem in Wine Alley of finding no reward in
school learning was really my problem too. The
educationalist’'s side of the puzzle might be expressed
like this: Since every baby begins life trying to learn
about the world, why does 1learning cease to have an
intrinsic reward for so many children in school? It
seems to me now, so many years of effort later, that
school failure is a corollary of that first question and
truancy or disruptive behaviour an obvious respaonse. But
at that point these connections were not so clear. All 1
could see by the end of the Sixties was that everything
that seemed to have been thought of as appropriate for a
school was being'done in ours and we still had the
problem of disinterest in learning. I was forced tao

concede that school alone could not contain the answer.

At that time the term "Compensatory Education" was
becominé fashionable, at 1least in the literature of
education. Fortunately a chance encounter with a
Community Worker saved me fraom that blind alley with all

its implied criticism of the home. In the middle of all
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our highly inventive but completely school-linked work in
Liverponl this Community Worker began coming to see me in
school. She kept suggesting various ways in which I
could, in her view should, disrupt my precious timetable
to involve the school in local events in the community.
I looked at her in astonishment and kept giving answers
like, "How could I take part in things I haven’'t planned,
or to which I have not even been asked to contribute my
ideas?" I puzzled over what she was trying to say about
this grim housing estate and the people who lived in it.
She said she wanted to challenge me to let the life of
the neighbourhood really effect the school. I could make
no sense of this. What could it mean? I was quite sure
that the school was the centre of the local universe and
that I was in complete charge of the school. Had my work
been evaluated then my unstated assumptions would
probably have been recorded by a researcher as "The
Headteacher considers that the neighbourhood is made up
of the familiesxwhose children she has in school. They
are her catchment and she is the expert, that is why she
has been appointed as Head. The parents, whom she feels
she does her best to help in every way possible, cannot
be allowed to pester her staff or tell her how to run

the school." I might not have expressed it so sharply,

but that was the general tenor of my thoughts.

"My" school was not closed to the neighbourhood, oh no!
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Involvement of parents seemed important and I invited
them in, but of course the school chose the timing, the
topic and the organisation. It was all done with parents
in mind, so that Careers Night rivalled ‘Coronation
Street’ for entertainment and attracted a 907 attendance.
But it never crossed my mind to ask parents what they
wanted or to share the planning with them. Yet when the
Community Worker had put the proposition the other way
round and expected the school to fit into a neighbourhood
programme, I could not begin to comprehend how anyone
could plan in this way without involving the ideas aof the

other participants - in this case me and "my" school!

Our problem was that in school, except when parents came
for help in some personal need, we had no idea of what
the local people thought about anything, outside the

narrow confines of the particular piece of school work in

which we wanted co-operation. They had no identity
except as "First Year Parents" or "School Leavers’
parents”. Conversation was confined to "new maths" or

career guidance or whatever else we, the specialists, had
chosen. The only other way in which I communicated with
parents, apart from calling them in because of discipline
problems, was when I acted as a willing, if completely
unqualified, counsellor in their domestic problems. So I
was always the donor, the parents were always the

recipients and I could not begin to imagine a different
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relationship.

Yet the Community Worker bothered me with her challenge.
What had the parents to offer? 0OFf course they knew the
children better than we did. But we tried to affect them
at a deep level by running residential courses and
sharing our lives with the children in every way we
could. But when I said this she countered "What about
sharing their 11?9?" "What was this ‘life’ she was
talking about? Even if I was missing something, I had no
time to stop and listen to what it was. My mind was full
of all the good plans I had for these children and when

these were completed I had more in the pipeline.

But still some pupils remained outside the circle of my
enthusiasm. Wilful or biddable, truants or attenders, I
could not reach them. So I left my school headship,
returned to fulltime study and began to understand what
she meant. It changed the whole focus of my efforts. I
am sorry I have forgotten the name of that Community
Worker who visited me so briefly, vyet caused me
eventually to down tools and listen. I would like to

tell her that she won.
I was fortunate that over the next ten years I was able
to alternate between serious educatiaonal study at London,

Glasgow and finally Liverpool Universities and successive
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attempts at implementing what I was learning. At the

culmination of this actian/reflection period the
Liverpool M.Ed. course led to my presence in Maisie’s
home that day in 1974 when she was bribing Ted to go to

school.

By that time it was obvious to me that I was in that
household to learn. It was not so obvious exactly what 1
was to learn, though 1little incidents like Ted’'s
unwillingness to go to school gave me practical proof
that the theoreticians were right in pointing to a major

problem of mismatch between home and school.

Gradually I became aware of a related point, that of
readiness. Before I had time to explore this idea in
terms of Ted and his learning situation, I became acutely
aware of the issue by experiencing a whole range of
starting points among the adults concerned. It was
becoming painfully clear to me that there was little in
my background to prepare me to tackle the problem of
mismatch, but at least I was alerted to the presence of
the problem and was ready to stretch out towards a
solution. This was not equally true of the other adults
I was now encountering. Though the two groups of parents
1 met each week seemed on the surface to be rather
similar, they were at very different stages of readiness

for educational exploration.
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The most obvious difference was in their home situations.

"Wine Alley" was naot an alley, but a small stigmatised
housing estate, broken in both appearance and spirit.
Totally accepting its dismissive nickname, the children
in school would give their address as "the Winey". But a
new opportunity was coming. Two million pounds were
being spent on upgrading the homes and the surroundings.
Change had become a reality instead of an impossible
dream. The parents were now ready to contemplate other
changes which might extend into new ways of interacting

with their children.

The situation was very different in the crumbling
Victorian tenement. Hettie's group received -constant
police and Social Work intervention. In such

circumstances, punctuated by court appearances for rent
arrears and total darkness because of unpaid electricity
bills, education could not be a priaority. 1 tried to do
the same work with both groups but found myself with

different results.

This was my first hint that change could not be simple.

To begin with I was gradually realising that there was

more than one problem of mismatch.
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NOTES
1 EMOZ2, (September 1974).
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Stairhead Seminars 1is reproduced +from Sister Doreen

Erant; A Preliminary Exploration of the Contribution of

certain psychopedagogical techniques to the prevention of

a cycle of educational disadvantage, University of

Liverpool, 1275, unpublished M.Ed. thesis.

3 F. Wedge and H. Prosser, Born to Fail?, London,
1973,

4 I was headteacher of All Hallows Secondary Modern
School, Liverpool, Ffrom its opening in 12538-194%. The

school has since been swallowed up in reorganization in
the 80°'s! For a profile of the school prepared in 1748

see BMO1.

NOTE — 1



Chapter 2

Stairhead Seminars

"Hettie" (video still)



CHAFPTER 22

STAIRHEAD SEMINARS

‘Could you describe a black pudding?’ (1)
The four mothers sitting with me on that September
afternoon in Maisie’'s newly decorated 1living room in

‘Wine Alley’, giggled and settled expectantly in their

chairs. ‘Describe a black pudding!’ Maisie said, in the
tone of one being asked to name the obvious. ‘Supposing
we were on one of those tele programmes’ 1 continued,

‘and someone was going to give vou money if vou could
describe a black pudding to someone who had never seen

one?’

I was intent on rousing awareness in this little group of
housewives of the power of the word, their own word,
sharpened and well-handled as a tool with which they
could shape their own and their children’s future. But,
to an onlooker this goal might have seemed a long way off
as we pursued our quaint word game. ‘"It's black!” ‘It’'s

z

long.’ ‘And it’'s round!” External key features of the
black pudding were now exhausted and there was a puzzled

pause. ‘It's kind of spicy, isn't it?” ‘It's 1like a

sausage only it’'s black.’

The conversation went on to look at the fact that only
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towards the end had they begun indicating that they were
describing something to eat. From this we talked of
children’'s problems in understanding the world about them
if adults did not speak accurately and make sure their

descriptions were clear.

These mothers were ‘humouring me’ — as they were to tell
me later and could see no sense whatever in my sessioaons.
— 50 why did they continue to meet me? 1 believe it was
because of the sense of partnership we were building, as
well as their growing trust that something meaningful
might come out of the process which was so respectful of
themselves and their opinions, however bizarre these

first steps might seem.

By the time this game was taking place, I had, for a
period, been meeting this group weekly in Maisie’'s house.
They were used to the idea of the first twenty minutes
being spent in some “fun’ activity which would later be
discussed for its educational content. We all understood
that I was trying to learn something from them about how
to match school education more appropriately to their
children’'s starting point. They were very aware of the
teacher ‘s need to change if their children were to be
successful. The idea that they might increase their own
skills as informal educators and find new ways of helping

their children become active 1learners had not as vyet
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entered their thoughts.

These women- had no background of remembered school
success on which to build. Memories of schooldays in
this 1little group of four ranged through enjoyment, fear
and boredom to school refusal. For some there had been
small successes, but abysmal failure for others. All had
left school at the minimum leaving age without any
acquaintance with ‘academic classes’. Their schools had
labelled them pejoratively as ‘non—certificate’ so
classifying them by what they were not.  They were not
the external examination candidates but that second half
of the educational normal curve which 1is necessary to
give the first half its status. The 17263 Newsom Report
(2) of their school days had called them, and the
millions like them, "Half Our Future’, but they were the
unpriviledged half, the ‘ordinary failures® about which

the other half puzzled or complained.

Now they sat with me, caring about their homes and their
children and capable and confident enough within that
setting, but they were still wary of this new experience
of building up a partnership with a teacher. A wrong
word Ffrom me would quickly re—open old wounds, so I too
was cautious, finding it difficult sometimes to pick up
positive cues. Today I had pitched my opening activity

correctly and we were all enjoying the session and
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gradually moving forward to some first thoughts on the
importance of helping children build up and break down
ideas in much the same way in which we were laughingly

analysing the concept of a black pudding.

This was 1974. The verbal battles between Bernstein (3).
and his critics on both sides of the Atlantic were still
popular items in university courses and educational
journals. These indicated that there must be something
in what Bernstein was saying or people would not go to
such trouble to argue with him. What seemed to be
emerging from this debate was an important connection
between the way peogple used words to express their
thoughts on the one hand, and on the other their power to
effect both society and their own individual lives. In
caontrast to this generally accepted finding there were
good arguments to show that Bernstein had tied up this
connection quite unrealistically in watertight social

class compartments.

As a Glaswegian this flaw was particularly clear to me.
Everyone in Glasgow claimed +to be working class!
Prominent citizens, university lecturers, business
tycoons and T.V. personalities all made such an issue of
beginning life in a room—and-kitchen home in a Glasgow
tenement that they made such a start almost a condition

of success. But, on reflection, none of those who loudly
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hymned the glories of Springburn or Gorbals in the past
were bringing up their own children in Glasgow s inner
city or its sprawling Council estates where large numbers

of the unskilled and unemployed had to live.

In the Glasgow of the seventies inequality was becoming
increasingly obvious as we slid towards recession.
People everywhere had troubles about maney, employment,
housing and health, but what seemed true, in my own
experience, was that some people were in a better
position to deal with these problems than others. I was
one of these fortunate people. When I took up an 1issue
like medical care or housing allocation for anyone, I had
more hope of success than the four other women with whom
I shared tea and biscuits in Maisie’'s living room. I had
no personal expertise or contacts in the housing or
medical worlds, but I did have some experience of
wielding words like a powerful tool which could be used
to nail an issue in debate or to lay it out clearly
enough on paper to affect the decision makers. If life
was to become more equal in Glasgow my contribution would
be throuwugh sharing this skill. This use of language and
literacy seemed toc me central to empowering people to

deal with all the other issues in society for themselves.

At first glance this might seem like the ordinary work of

the school. But I had taught for twenty years, eleven of

PAGE 27



these as a headteacher, and I was now in Maisie’'s home
because I had not been able to share that skill with
everyone 1in the classroom. NMor, 1t seemed had mast
otherschools. A whole range of educational research

writers and thinkers had confirmed my personal experience
of failure to bring out the best in every pupil by school
work alone. I had to find out what more was needed than

the current efforts of hardworking, dedicated teachers.

Jerome Bruner’'s (4) writings particularly ‘Relevance of
Education® influenced my thinking very much at this
stage. I became convinced then that the central language

skill necessary for progress was the ability to analyse a
concept into its component parts and regroup these pieces
into practical climbing steps towards a desired goal.
During the next ten years I was to refine and rephrase
that idea many times. I was to find that it could not
be made a goal in isolation from the many practical,
social and organizational realities in which thought and
language are embedded. But I was never to find any
evidence which led me away from the conviction that this
language skill was central to freedom and progress in

education.

In 1274 my immediate task was to find a way of
translating Bruner’'s profound thoughts into the Glasgow

vernacular so that I might share them with Maisie and her
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friends. It seemed important to me to share the
principles in arder that everyone in the group could
participate in deciding future practice. So I sat on
Maisie’'s couch introducing my mock T.V. game and hoping
we would all end up eventually with an awareness of
analysis as a powerful tool and so move on to planning

how to use this knowledge.

The mothers had taken up their part in the black pudding
game quickly and unselfconsciously. Previogus sessions
had been reassuring experiences in which positive use had
been made of their contributiaons. They knew now that
when the game ended and I began trying to bring out its
meaning, they would hear their own words quoted back to
them as illustrations of the educational idea under
discussion. They were eager to speak, to put forward
tentative suggestions and perhaps have them picked up as
key points during the discussion that would follow. We

all felt successful as the game proceeded.

My experience had been very different the day before when
I had tried the same activity while sitting at Hettie’'s
kitchen fire in the old condemned tenement in which her
group lived. The small circle of adults — two mothers, a
granny and an unemployed teenager - had been lively
enough as the game started, though nearby a two-year old

boy and a handicapped three-year old girl sat without
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interest or activity, strapped into their pram and cot.
But though the adults tackled the activity readily, they
soon sat back in some bewilderment as they became aware

of being off-target.

What's a black pudding? they mused again, like students
re-reading the essay title for the tenth time. "Well, you
can fry it or you can boil it. " (3) ‘There’'s quite a
lot of people don’'t like black pudding.® They looked at
me doubtfully, unable to capture the concept in words
because they could not find how to analyse it into its
key components. It took all the skill I could +find to
steer them round to the process of analysis. Yet, once
found, they were delighted with their improved skill.
One of the group reported some weeks later (&), how she
had repeated this whole process on her own. Her husband
had come in +For his evening meal and had been asked to
analyse the concept before she would serve him with the

black pudding’s succulent reality!

Looking back, I wonder now how I ever dared to pin so
much importance on a ‘nonsense’ game which had no
practical wvalue. It would not put food on the table for
them. All it offered immediately was a certain social
reward of being part of an experimental group whose words
were solemnly taped and transcribed. But for me, and for

my learning of haw to tackle the issue of
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underachievement these sessions brought a tiny, but guite

certain forward step.

It was becoming clear to me that these two groups were
different +From each other. One obvious difference was
Hettie's immediate need for a whole range of external
support. Shé was acutely aware that her three-year old
needed help and at her request I had already contacted
the appropriate health agency. But this was only the tip
of the iceberg. There was a track beaten to her door by

every other supporting agency.

Families under so much pressure should not be asked to
cope with still another professional presence in the
home. They could not make education a priority before
their basic needs were mst. Now, as the series of
meetings ended the members of this group were indicating
clearly that they could not sustain a further set of
regular meetings. (7} "I wanted to go on because it
wisnae that 1long we had to go "till it was finished and
that was it all done’ was how Hettie put it to me. The
way forward for the group in the condemned property, was
therefore not going to be by direct contact. So, far
their sakes, I started on the road of interdisciplinary

co—operation.
I had no idea then how long that road would turn out to
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be. It all seemed so0 obvious to me. Health Visitors
would be glad to have contact with research information
on  the ways in which mothers can influence their child’'s
intellectual develaopment from birth onwards. Social
Workers would be delighted to know about the language and
thought skills connected with praoblem—-solving, since this
held such relevance for families struggling to get a grip

on everyday problems of household mangement.

But I was falling into a common trap for educators. I
was seeing my contribution in &8 vacuum, forgetting all
the other professionals had already heavy work loads,
expertise specially geared to that work as well as
constant pressure to update theory and practice in their
specialised fields. As time went on I saw that they had
very little time, mental space or professional support to
take in and implement what I was offering, even had 1
been able to offer it clearly. As it was, my
contribution was enthusiastic but unclear. Consequently,
the response of professionals outside my own field though
it was supportively assenting, was at a very general

notional level.

Even in 1974 I realised sadly that I must give up working
with Hettie’'s group. I could not immediately +find an
indirect route through other professionals to offer

educatiaonal help to them, equally, I could not bring it
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to Hettie and her friends myself. Not only did I worry
about being a burden to them, but I also lacked the
skills, especially in these first attempts, to tailor the
work correctly to their needs and accustomed patterns of
talk. Yet if I correctly understood the power of
analytical language as a tool for dealing with problems,
Hettie's grasp of this word power would have reduced her

need for so much cutside help.

This last point was becoming very clear. As 1 grew in
awareness of important variations between my two
‘stairhead” groups, despite their demographic
equivalence, I became increasingly convinced of the
relationship between their preferred language styles and
their different grasp of the complex world with which the
city dweller is forced to contend. These two groups used
different language processes and these in turn matched
their different levels of ability to eope with their
social reality. I had no proof of cause and effect, but

quite clear indications at 1least of a relationship

between language skill and social and economic
competence.

Both groups had agreed to our discussions being
tape-recorded; a process which quickly became a
background normality. But conscious that I hoped to

share my findings with others interested in education,
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there was often a special effort by both hostesses to
help me put my work in context by well-told background
stories with the tape-recorder specially in mind. These
pieces, when brought together, show a remarkable
difference between the groups. Hettie, who was least in
control of her reality was also least in control of her
tale. The events dominated, as she reported various
facets of a current pressure without seeming to be able
to bring the parts together verbally into a pattern. Al
spiced description of her neighbours’ social problems
could be graphically told, but she needed many non—verbal
cues as well as a sanctimonious wvoice and a righteous
facial expression to convey her message that her
neighbours were involved in stairhead brawls while she
held the role of innocent - but maligned - observer
concerned with drawing the neighbours’ attention to the

effect of the fight on the children’'s safety.

Helped by all the body language I picked up the message
she wished to give me but the tape recording of the

verbal description offers merely:-—

"Chairs and everything. (8) You were terrified to come
in that door in case you got something over the head.
Well, quite the thing, I opened the door and asked, "'I°11
take the young children in’ " and she told me a mouthful

and said ‘Oh no!’ She said, ‘It's none of vyour
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business!’ I knew that, but I was thinking of the

children."

The relationship of this incident to the non—appearance
of these neighbours at our sessions, was not indicated in
any way, though that visible fact was presumably the
result of the event which she was reporting. The ability
to keep even two elements on the same thread of thought
until a coherent tale was told seemed beyond Hettie’'s

communication skill.

The ‘Wine Alley’ situation was markedly different. A
knife—-gang fight, a neighbour’'s suicide, the constant
problem of attempted break-ins, were all elements of
their environment over which they had no control, but the
racy, well-constructed descriptions of these realities
showed the speakers to be in command of the reports, if
not of the events. They also showed the speakers’
awareness of the need to fill in details for me which
would be already known to the rest of the audience. The
follawing tiny transcript extract is from the incidental

conversation carried on over the end-of—-session tea.

MAUREEN: That man did hang himself. (%)
MAISIE: His daughter said it was a heart attack.
MAUREEN: Well, you know how it is. She’'d want to cover

up for him. But we have the same insurance man



and he told me that he did hang himself.
MAISIE: (to me): This is the man in the next house to
Maureen — through the wall.

MAUREEN: It happened last week. His daughter ran out
into the street saying her father had hanged
himself. Then, later, she said it wasn’'t true.

He had had a heart attack. But that was Jjust
to cover up. Well, naturally, she wouldn’'t
- want people to know, would she?
MAISIE: Whit bad happened?
MAUREEN: He’'d just heard the result of the X-Ray at the

hospital. They told him he had cancer. His

wife died of cancer, so he .......

The story was clearly told. Details, inferred reasons,
interpretations for the outsider were all completely and

coherently present.

This skill went far beyond the level of conversation I
was used to receiving from Hettie. These differences in
adult conversation between the two groups showed up

continuously over ten sessions of taped discussions.

Discussion, explanation, efforts to provoke thinking and
problem—solving skills were clearly present in the Wine
Alley adult conversations on a number of occasions. Yet

these processes were less common between adults and
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children. For example, the gruesome suicide story
recorded above, was told in the presence of children, yet
they were never addressed directly during it. No special
explanations were added for children as had been done for
me; they might as well have been out of the room. This
was not an isolated incident. On other occasions 1 heard
such subjects classified as "'not for children’. I¥f the
close proximity necessitated by a small family house
caused children to hear such stories, their presence was
ignored and treated like absence. This was clearly an
accepted attitude, so that the occasional question from a

child was hushed by responses like, ‘I was not speaking

to you’. Though some topic might well have been talked
out on other occasions — no situation is absolutely black
and white — I never in the ten weeks heard either an

explanation or a comment like "We’ll talk about it later”
addressed to a child. This seemed to me to have

implications for school.

The best of school education is dependent on children
being able to explore an idea in helpful relationship
with an adult. But children spend a very small
proportion of their waking lives in school. They cannot
switch on this interaction with the teacher if they are
not used to discussing cause and effect at home ar i+
negotiating and re—-negotiating a conclusion is not a

normal part of everyday 1living. Here in "Wine Alley’
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these loved and well cared for children did not seem to
experience a great deal of this kind of 1énguage despite
its existence in adult conversation. This seemed an

important point to pursue.

In the mid-seventies there was a growing awareness that
the process of schooling was not totally successful. To
the dismay of parents and professionals alike, inner city
schools did not seem to facilitate the lives of mast of
their clients. Frofessionals seemed to see the problem
in terms of apathetic non—participation by the children

while parents saw it in terms of control and division by

the teachers. My view was not so black and white. For
me the school was currently a one—-way system af
information because the partners — the teachers and the
learners — did not possess a matching communication

network which would allow knowledge to be built up

jointly.

I¥+ both parents and teachers became interested in how the
other saw the children’'s needs and potential, 1if each
began to understand the other's skills, expectations and
educative strengths, the resulting partnership would make
a secure foundation on which to build the children’s
education. I wanted to explore these ideas with both
parents and teachers and so facilitate co-—operation

between home and schoul.
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At this time I was beginning to see how the home could
help to close the home/school gap a little. Accustomed
language patterns could be extended as parents shared
small skills with their children at home. It was also
possible to interest parents in discussions on the
schonl 's enpectations and processes. But this has to be
a two way street and it was not wuntil 1975 that I could
even begin to plan ways of listening and talking to
teachers in the neighbouring schools and eventually build
up a network of links between class teachers and parents.

I was particularly interested in facilitating this
co—operation at the point when a child was about to start

school.

Competence in simple forms of analytical language is
necessary, even at five years of age, to be able to deal
with the school system and the classroom process. (10)
For example, the young child who hears:- ‘I wonder i+
there 1s a clever boy or girl in this classroom who could
bring me the red plant pot from the window sill?” has
to be able to analyse that sentence, organise all the
component parts and translate it into - "That means me,

Jimmy, getting her that box.”
He then has to have the social poise to respond in action
while appreciating that there might be a similar respaonse

from another class member and adjust his behaviour
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accardingly. This is a highly skilled piece of thinking
which includes interpretation of information, drawing out
the implications and ordering personal behaviour in
response. All this does not come naturally. It requires
constant adult/child interaction of a problem solving

nature to build up the requisite competence.

Children who have spent the first five vyears of their
lives learning that good behaviouwr is equated with
unresponsiveness to adult speech unless this is quite
directly addressed to them, cannot suddenly respond
commpetently to language addressed in school to a group.

Yet there is disturbing research (11) to show that the
initial impression children make in school during their
first eight days is the basis for a mutually accepted
- stratification into potentially successful and

unsuccessful pupils.

How was I to share all this with Maisie and her friends?
How could I convince them that they already had the
skills their children needed, though perhaps they did not
use them much? I was even further from helping them see

themselves in the role of important informal educators.
The only place to begin was +from what was already
happening in the home. As in any family, these children

were often consciously taught by demonstration. I wanted
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to show how the speed and scope of learning could be
increased by accompanying the example with exact verbal
directions to replace unspecific commands like, ‘Fut that
there’. I hoped that this would also help to bring a
heightened awareness of the power of words in a wider

context.

Starting from the safe ground of children’'s games, I used
a little paper tearing exercise (12) as example. Each of
Maisie’'s daughters happily accepted a brightly coloured
square of paper and followed my verbal directions to make
a particular series of simple folds. They listened
attentively to the next step, which consisted of tearing
out some of the corners, then triumphantly unfolded the
whole piece to display the paper lace doilies they had
made. After the demonstration 1 discussed with the
mothers how to match their own explanation with exact
verbal cues. The women then tried out the process
themselves, each practising with one of her five or s=six

yvear olds just returned from school.

Feggy and Cathie worked competently, directing their
children’s action by accurate words, but after the first
few steps, Maisie quickly reverted to her normal
procedure, taking the task over and doing it for her
daughter as words failed her and she could no longer

direct the process verbally. The other mothers
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remonstrated but their criticism was feeble. They were
too engrossed with their own tasks to be over—concerned
with Maisie. The following week they were to recall this
and Maisie’'s abashed comment was then ‘and I was keeping

on doing it!" (13)

Maureen’'s son found the pressure a little too much. He
was very keen to help his mother succeed and saw the

production of the little paper doily as the important

issue. ‘Do it for me’ he said, preparing to relinguish
the brightly coloured paper to his mother. Her answer
must have puzzled him: ‘I'm not allowed to do it!"® (14)

The paper remained in his hands while Maureen, with
beads of perspiration standing out on her forehead,

struggled to find appropriate verbal directions.

The language extension from global generalities into
exact verbal cues was demanding categorizing and
sequencing skills which it might take a student teacher
many sessions of teaching practice to master. There was
great effort in that 1little room and with it the
suppressed excitement which comes with finding, however
vaguely at this point, a hidden depth of power in
oneself; a power which I should have taken the next few
weeks to explain and expand. We were at the beginning of
a useful process which now needed to be developed. But

with no awareness of my unrealistic timescale I thought
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that the task was done. Already I was 1looking for an

opportunity to jump ahead.

I was very aware that at this point I was concentrating
on the language parents most frequently used with their
children - direct command. Everything I had read pointed
to the importance of a different language use — the
language of imagination and reflection, so I was keen to
find how the parents could develop in their children the
skills of weighing different solutions against each
other, of considering various 1interpretations and
creating new possibilities. I was not conscious at this
point that language is the close companion of experience
and expectation. Parents who bhad 1little scope for
choice, negotiation or options in their own lives would
need new opportunities before they could share such
language with their children. But I was still seeing
language as an independent skill and so was anxious to

move on to its other and more creative versions.

My +First stumbling introduction to the use of sequenced
cues was hardly over before 1 was trying unwisely to
seize an opportunity to introduce the reflective language
of 1imagination and interpretation. Maisie’'s daughter,

Betty, provided the occasion.

Having succeeded in making a +first doily under their
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mothers’ direction, the children began to repeat the
paper—tearing activity using newspaper when the coloured
paper gave out; while Maisie bercame involved in serving
tea and biscuits to the adults. Betty, Maisie’'s four
yvearr old daughter, who was constantly in trouble in and
out of the house, tore her newspaper rather unevenly and
initially looked on this as a failure. But happy to have
such a creative possibility, I encouraged Betty to
improvise and improve on the initial task. She soon
became enthusiastic about her design, which she saw now

as a fish. (13)

The exact words were not recorded, but my notes recall
that it went something like this. ‘Laok mammy,’® ERetty
called across the adult group. The mother paid no heed.
I gently steered the child round to her mother’'s side.
"Look mammy!” A4 +fish.” The mother continued her
conversation. I tried to direct the mother’'s attention.
‘Betty has turned her ‘s into a fish’, 1 said hopefully.
Maisie could hear that I was asking her to respond to the
child and broke off to glance briefly in the general
direction of Betty and say, ‘0Oh aye hen, that’'s lovely’,
resuming the adult conversation immediately, as if there

had been no break.

Retty, who had been built up by my wrongly gauged

intervention to expect an interested response, crushed
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the paper 1in her hand and ran out of the roam. Minutes
later her strident voice was to be heard arguing in the

street.

I felt abashed that I had handled this opportunity so
badly, even though I could see that to Betty and her
mother there had been no incident, everything was normal.

I was acutely aware that my idea of ‘normal ° was
different. Mine was based on expectations of creative
interaction between adults and children. I had no
awareness at this point of how many widely separate
practical steps would have to be taken in the home, the
community and the locél schools before expectations of

this kind of talk would seem ‘normal’ to everyone.

Looking back I can see that I should have expected change
to be slow. Change theory points out that change does
not come about merely by exposing people to useful
information. Complex elements in individuals, groups,
expectations and needs must all be considered. Warren
Bennis in a study of the many factors involved in
bringing about change has the phrase ‘Human behaviour is
like a centipede, standing on many legs.” (16) Slowly 1
set my face towards facilitating the movement of that
centipede in ways which research was clearly showing

would benefit the child.
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As four year old Betty shouted that afternoon in 1974 in
her only play space — the street - I could not imagine
even in my wildest dreams where that movement would lead.

I could not fopresee Betty, ten years later, taking part
in the local community’'s annual pantomime — an event +to
be invented in 1977 and by the 80°'s involving hundreds of
participants. Yet by December 1983 Maisie and the rest
of the family would be part of the audience in the hall
of & beautifully renovated 1890 school which groups of
parents and other local people had helped to redesign
and take over as a Neighbourhood Centre. There the four
yvear olds of the BO’'s could sit with bright interested
faces at the edge of the central stage and watch their
own brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, parents and even
grandparents share the stage with Betty to entertain a
large audience, under professional direction. These four
year olds could also expect +to join in a variety of
activities in playrooms, library, craft or dining room

within their own Centre. The street was no longer the

only play space nar were their expectations of
parent/child shared experience and talk confined to “aye
hen, that’'s lovely’. But that was all hidden in the

future on that avtumn afternoon in 1974 when I felt
nothing but failure and the chill of fear that my vision
was an impossible dream and 1 would never find the
uncharted road between theory and reality. The next

week 's session in October 1974, brought a measure of
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encouragement.

My 1ittle doily making exercise was not meant to affect
one session anly for I had high hopes of demonstrating a
tiny but significant change in the children by this way
of teaching. The combination of clear verbal directions
and matching experience should have given the children
quite noticeable control over the activity. This exalted
view of my simple paper—tearing activity was drawn from
reading the Russian Psychologist, Luria. (17) His work
had suggested many important aspects of the power of
language in the growth of learning and thinking skills.
I felt that I could unravel some of the jargon in  which
these exciting Ffindings were wrapped and hand on his

lessons quite simply in Maisie’'s living room.

Walking along ‘Wine Alley” to Maisie’'s home the next
Monday I was rehearsing to myself how I would show the
group of mothers that the children now had control over
this 1little paper tearing exercise and could produce it
at will, because they had stored the verbal information
and carried it as a plan in their heads. Like many a
teacher in class, I had unthinkingly expected everyone to
wait for a week until I introduced this next step.
Instead, because Luria’s point is true and the verbal
directions had dramatically changed the children’s power

over the paper tearing activity, the whole process had
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already been completed.

The parents were full of tales of their children
demonstrating and directing other children in the family
in the great art of paper deoily making. Maisie told of
her two girls trying to teach their brother. (18) ‘And
here, he couldnae dae it! So it ended in a fight. Then
he seemed to do it in the end.’ I offered a few
questions at this point to focus the discussion on the
issue of language as a paowerful tool. ‘Can you remember
any of these steps? Were they telling him how to do it?’

Immediately Malisie began to reflect that the change in
her son’s skill could indeed be attributed to the use of

.

clearly expressed words. Aye’ she said. ‘Jean was
telling FPFPaul how to dae it.” 1 became quite excited at
this 1illustration of Luria’s point and pursued the
subject "Putting it into words?’ I queried. Maisie’'s
answer confirmed my hopes that she could show in  her
family’'s behaviour the relationship in the 1learning
process of words and actions. "She was saying "You watch
me. This is how to dae it.” Just the way you were

telling the kids, she was just following your words, more

or less, you know."
In FPeqggy’'s tale, even her husband’'s football paper had
been surrendered to the three vyear old’'s insatiable

thirst for repeating the directions to herself and to her
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friends. ‘See papers (1?)!° ended Feggy, leaving her
facial expression to convey the image of a home gradually
subsiding under a sea of newspaper doilies. The parents
had never seen such concentration in their children. If
initially they had viewed me as strange but harmless,
this extended effect on their families added a note of

caution.

I had now opened doors and glimpsed educational
possibilities, but could not yet offer parents a means of
entering these new worlds. Many of the ideas which were
exciting me as I saw theory translated into action were
still at a wvery naive level in my mind, I needed to go
away now and think. The mothers too, needed a break.
They were to tell me later that their expressed interest
had +frequently been no more than a piece of
conversational courtesy. After my departure each Maonday
they often shook their heads at me and wondered what 1t
was all about. In later vyears, FPeggy, who had a three
vear old with her during these sessions, often recalled
those days to visiting educationalists by saying, "We
couldnae see what she was on about until later when our
weans went to school. Then we could say, ‘That’'s what
Doreen used to talk about. Right enough, there is
something in it!” PBut at the time we really thought it

was a bit daft."
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Ten weeks of carefully recorded action, reaction and
discussion were now replaced by a period of writing and
reflection. What had I learned? 1 had begun this work
quite sure that the focus of education must be the
family. My appreciation of the school and the work of
dedicated teachers was undiminished. But theirs was a
specialist function dependant for its efficacy on the day
long educational environment of the home and the local

community.

This was a time when the research climate was beginning
to move away from professional interventien as the
solution to all problems. Earl Schaefer (20), for
example, was acknowledging at a major conference that the
evidence now made it 1impossible to hold his previous
stance of “more professional intervention is the answer’.
He said he now had to admit gracefully that parental
invaolvement in education was clearly the most effective

way to bring about lasting improvement.

“The greater 1long term effectiveness of parent—centred
programmes as contrasted to child-centred programmes has

major implications for the future of the education

profession. ’
This response was a straightforward ‘about turn® -
refreshing but not surprising in the 1light of
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Bronfenbrenner 's 19274 review (21) of the major American
intervention programmes which showed clearly the
educational effect of which he called "human ecology’ -
the whole interactive network of people and place within
which the child lived and learned. In particular he
could demonstrate the relationships between maternal

involvement and the child’'s educational competence.

But what kind of parental involvement nwas most
educationally effective? I had spent an engrossing year
in Liverpool learning from Edgar Stones some very complex
arguments about language, 1learning and thinking. The
application of these very convincing theories to the
classroom was Stones’ main preoccupation. Eut the
American intervention programme results and particularly
Bronfenbrenner 's synthésis, were nudging me tao try to
apply these ideas to the homes as well as the schools.
Successful involvement was connected in some way with the
language af analysis and synthesis and with problem
solving skills. ‘In sSome way..... But how was 1 to
find the way to share these theories with the children’s

first educators, their parents?

Ta turn research information into palatable living-room
chat is difficult in any company. To try 1t where the
scales are tipped against success, had seemed a rather

daunting task, until I received such a rewarding response
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in ‘Wine Alley’ to my ten-week ‘curtain raiser .
Encouraged by these four mothers, I asked the Local
Education Authority for the addresses of all the +families
in the area with children between three and eight and
prepared to take my ideas out of Maisie’s home and into

the wider community.

I was very reluctant to limit the work to one age range,
since I was convinced of the effect of all the members of
a +family on one another. But common sense advised
beginning where it was easiest to abtain parental
interest and research literature backed this up with

evidence of best success at this early stage.

In the rain and sleet of Glasgow in February and March
1276, 1 knocked at the doors of on=2 hundred and twenty
tenement homes and asked the surprised residents i+ they
would 1like to share some ideas with me on the education
of their vyoung children. With Chris, my community
education student partner at my side, we must have seemed
like a pair of misguided sales representatives. In many
ways we were attempting to use the door to door sales
technique of bringing to the home a commodity the

householder was unlikely to go out and seek unaided.

At the same time as these first individual contacts were

being made I was +trying out a group approach. The
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Housing Department had built a Tenants’ Hall Ffor the
modernised estate. Mothers met here once a week ta talk
while their children occupied themselves with toys at the
other end of the room. Into this setting I introduced
"Auntie Meta“, a retired ‘infant teacher who had
valunteered her help. Each week Meta brought pre-reading
books whith she scattered among the plavythings. 8She read
stories to the small children who crowded round her, and
as the five and six year olds returned from schaol, she
talked with them about the day’'s events and heard them
read their homework page from the school reader. The
mothers watched from a distance or shyly stood about to
catch a 1little of the conversation, for the first time
having the chance to see someone else handle the home
side of the early school years. This was my cue to offer
to work through these ideas with the parents. At least
one mother who was later to work hard in many home/school
activities, constantly attributed her initial interest to

the model Auntie Meta offered of adult/child talk.

But ‘Wine Alley s’ encouraging responses were so tiny
that I was forced to concede that something more would be
necessary to revolutionise the educational system than my
little home made parent/professional programmes within a
local community. The most glaring flaw was that a major
element was missing. I+ I was trying to find ways to

remedy the mismatch between home and schoeol I could not
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work only with the parents, I had to offer my ideas to
the teachers as well. In 1975 1 took my first hesitant
steps towards opening up the issue with the local FPrimary

Schools.

Lt
P
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CHAFTER 3
TO SEE OURSELVES AS OTHERS SEE US

By 19753 1 was aware that the mismatch between home and
school in the inner city had to be tackied from both
sides. They each had to be willing to move and I had
taken on, uninvited, the task of helping both sides to
move together. While the community and home side of this
work' began gradually to take shape in Maisie’'s living
room and progressed into tiny programmes of work in the
Tenants® Hall, the school side was harder to start.
Remembering my own isolationist policy in school 1 was
very sympathetic to the headteachers’ viewpoint and only
tried to introduce partnership ideas wvery gently. At
least, it seem2d very gentle to me. The schools however

saw it differently!

There were two Frimary Schools designated by the Loecal
Authority to be at the educational service of the people
of Wine Alley and its neighbouring communities. Both had
headteachers who were nearing retirement when I first met
them in 1975. They already had the huge task of moving
their schools out of traditional Victorian premises into
open plan buildings. To them I represented an added and

seemingly quite unnecessary burden.
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I was wunaware of their feelings as they received me
politely, and arranged to have the S, &6 and 7 vyear old
children on my lists Filmed as they participated in
reading activities with their class teachers. I had been
alerted by Paulo Freire’'s work in Brazil, (1) to the new
insights which could be géined by looking at a current
reality in the detatched way made possible through
photography. This school video was to be part of an
attempt to help the parents see their children as
learners with strengths and needs which perhaps did not

show up in the same way at home.

Intent on this objective, I did not stop to explore the
schaools’ position, instead 1 was naive enough to mistake
courtesy for commitment. Having persuaded a College of
Education Audio Visual Department to make the recording
(2, I rushed on to the next step, the showing of the
video in the Tenants’ Hall to the families concerned.
This was the laun:hing exercise for the Urban Aid, "Govan
Project'_ (3) stage of the work. The schools received
only a casually arranged preview for the teachers who
had sao bravely brought their teaching skills out of the

security of a closed classroom and recorded them for all

to see.

Looking back I find it incredible that I had not

appreciated how these teachers would feel, for I knew the
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insecurity video work produces, especially at the
beginning when we first see ourselves in action ‘warts
and all’. It is no use reminding ourselves at that point
that all we are viewing is the reality everyone else has
been able to see all the time. Tiny trivial aspects can
still produce a great blow to one’'s self-esteem. Only
maonths before this schaol production we had made a
recording of a local interprofessional meeting (4). One
schoel Social Worker had spoken particularly well and 1
showed her the video tape with pride. As it finished 1

asked with satisfaction "Margaret, what did you think of

your contribution?’ ‘Oh those shoes!’ she moaned. I
should never have worn white éhoes!' I was taken aback.
"But what about what you said?’ I persisted. ‘Said?’ she
questioned blankly. 'l never heard it. Those shoes

loocked awful.’

Now here I was putting teachers into the same personal
position and asking even more of them by filming their
most wvalued professional skills. Yet I never stopped to
prepare them or reflect on the outcomes with them. That
the work was also very new to me and that I was carrvying
it out while teaching history part-time in a nearby

Secondary School may go some way towards an explanation.

Another ingéedient was mmy total absorption in the
children and the realisation of their potential. I just
presumed everyone else was with me. Perhaps too, I was
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responding unconsciously to my feeling of being an
outsider in the schools. Rather like the local parents,
I felt ill at ease in them and though I went through the
china~tea-cup-ritual smilingly I was uncomfortable and
did not seek to prolong the contact. It never crossed my
mina that the heads and staff might be feeling much the
same thing with me and that the whole situation would
have been better if it had been discussed openly.
Instead, I was to repeat this mistake stubbornly in a
variety of settings before I had the courage to confront

the issue.

This video of children reading with their teachers showed
some excellent working relationships between teachers and
taught. But it also allowed us to see some further
opportunities which were easily missed unless the school
could find ways of being in closer touch with the
neighbourhood. For example (3), the reading book used in
one school carried the story of 'Dolly’s wash day’. The
video shows Ann, a child whose family I knew quite well,
reading aloud about the doll ‘s clothes which the little
girl in the story hung up to dry on a rope by the trees.

On the surface we seemed to be viewing an apathetic child

reading in a faraway hesitant voice. But this
interpretation did not take Ann’'s perspective into
account. The use of trees might simply have been

meaningless at another time in the concrete jungle of
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inner city Govan, but the situation was even worse in
Moorpark where environmental improvements had brought the
very first trees into the estate. These thin propped—up
specimens were guarded by the modernization officials.
Families had been sternly warned that parents would be
held responsible if at this stage any child touched a
tree. What was Ann to make of this story? Was 1t
possible that some of her distraction was caused by
confusion that the child in the book was not the expected
heroine of the story but a very disocbedient girl who was
touching the precious trees? The most cursory knowledge
of Moorpark at that point could have led to a few words
of explanation and so of understanding. Instead, Ann's
seeming disengagement from the lesson was commented on in
terms of the family background which was rather
unorthodax and this was seen in the school as the sole
explanation for Gnn’'s lack of i1interest. There was no
thought that the home/school mismatch could be a problem
which the school should be tackling by moving a little
nearer to the concerns of the home. Instead, the home
background was seen as containing all the problems and

the school all the possibilities.

Often in this kind of situation there is no criticism of
the parents as people, the problem is seen globally and
comprehensively S0 that one teacher could respond

spontanecusly with a comment on a bright eager child,
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‘He is quite good, considering he is from Wine Alley. '
In a different setting his ability might have been noted
on its own merits. One would not expect to hear the
opposite addition, ‘considering he is from the West End.”’
There was a pre-judgement that living in Moorpark was in
itself a source of failure. There was no consideration
of the viewpoint that the Moorpark children’s expected
failure might stem from +the fact that school learning
began from the curriculum and from text books which were
designed +for middle class interests and not from the
pupils and their starting point. I recognised from my
own experience that at least some people were teaching
sub jects rather than teaching children. I also knew that
this was a difficult issue to grasp. This lack of
awareness in the schools of the impact of local events an
their pupils’ thoughts and feelings meant that the
teacher ‘s job was made unnecessarily hard, since she

lacked the key to arouse substantial interest.

This gap between home and school showed up in another of
these filmed reading sessions (6) but this time the
teacher was given a momentary glimpse of the educational
potential in the children’s home setting. Environmental
studies have a secure place today in the school
curriculum. But the use of the locality as a starting
point for school work was less common in the seventies,

though some excellent opportunities were available. As
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these videos were being made, two million pounds were
being spent on upgrading Wine Alley, bringing heope and
self-esteem to the people, a fact symbolized by the name
change to Moorpark Estate. I was priviledged to
paticipate in the preparation and presentation of
Moorpark’'s first festival which celebrated the completian
of these improvements. This included the selection of a
ten vyear old Gala Princess. The Gala Day had been quite
spectacular, with the little princess in a horse drawn
carriage driving round the estate escorted by every local

child in one role or another.

The week after the Gala I was working with a teacher who
was preparing to use the class reading book to stimulate
oral language with a group of children. While the camera
crew set up their eqguipment I chatted with the pupils
concerned to put them at their ease. 1 noticed in the
group the sister of the recent local celebrity — the Gala
Princess. I had begun commenting on the crowning
ceremony when the cameramen announced that they were
ready. s I changed places with the teacher, I said
‘Mary’'s sister was the Moorpark Princess - that should

give her something to say in your discussions.’ -

"Moorpark Princess?’ the teacher mur mured

uncomprehendingly as she moved forward to join the group.
One after another the children read round the table. No
a head or even moved a muscle while the next

one turned
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child read. They were very confident of the classroom
rubrics which give one child the teacher’'s attention at a
time and so necessitate the others staying out of the
situation, as if they cannot hear what is going on, vyet
remaining very aware of events so that they are ready to
respond without a moment’'s hesitation when the teacher

begins to move to the next pupil.

The story was about a dog called Spot. ‘Do you have a
dog or a cat at home, Mary?’ the teacher asked. Mary
smiled 1like a fellow actor in a play and agreed that she
had a pet at home. I have shown this section of the
video many times to audiences. I+ people are not
specifically asked to watch for this response a good
proportion of the audience, when asked later, cannot tell
whether Mary said she had a cat or a doag. Everyone,
teacher, pupil, audience, 15 aware in this kind of
contrived conversation that the teacher is not really
interested in the answer. It is only a means to some
other end which she already has in mind. The question is

really part of a game of ‘guess what’'s in the teacher’'s

head’, rather than a serious enquiry.

However difficult this teacher usually found these
‘inarticulate’ children in the privacy of her own
classroom, it was agony in front of a camera. Grasping

at my °‘Moorpark Princess’ aside, she asked Mary, ‘What’'s
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this about your sister being the Moorpark Frincess?’ The
effect on the whole group was immediate! Mary’'s face 1lit
up and her hands came into action as she struggled to
find words to describe the event. ‘She was wearing this
purple cloak as she came out of the Tenants’ Hall and she

had this diamond thing on her head.’

The video does not catch the teacher ‘s startled pleasure
at having set off this flow of language so simply. But
it is obvious by her voice as she turns to the next
child, ‘Who else was there?’ A little boy in the group
immediately called out that someone from Primary Five was
there. Then just as quickly retired in confusion, as if
a fire had been 1lit and gone out. It seemed as if he
had been leaning forward eagerly to explain it all, then
suddenly looked round at the classroom arrangement of the
group and resumed his ‘classroom manners’ — which, since

he was not next in line, meant silence and stillness.

Why had the children never mentioned the Gala betfore?
There was a regular opportunity in class to extend oral
language by describing some incident in the home
background which was considered worth explaining to the

teacher and the class. If the Gala had not been spoken

about at this news time, what did that say about the

expectations roused by the teacher on what constituted

suitable news? Why, as I found out later, did no teacher
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in the school know anything about the whole princess
affair? Were haome and school on such different plansts
that the 1life in one could not transfer successfully to
the other? What had happened at news time then? I had
the impression that'the Moorpark children seemed either
difficult or unresponsive in class, with nothing to
communicate. ‘The six hour retarded’ is a common
American term for this phenomenon by which children seem
dull during the six hours they attend school each day,

but behave gquite differently at home.

Why was there this gap between home and school and what
could be done to bridge it? In some measure 1 understood
the children’s communication problem from my own
experience. I had often noticed that a course or lecture
could fill me with enthusiasm or offer me profound
insights, vyet when friends totally unconnected with the
course subject matter asked ‘How did the course go?’ I
found myself telling anecdotes about the lecturer who
went to the wrong room, the egg that fell off the
breakfast plate or some other piece of trivia which
amused but did not inform. I did this because I saw no
sense in putting energy into explaining the inexplicable

to people who lacked the necessary background information

and who were, anyway, only expressing a passing interest

in my welfare and did not want to be troubled with the

details. Was there something of this in the Moorpark
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children’s lack of communication? Did they feel that
events in Moorpark, though exciting to them, were neither
expected nor acceptable in class? What would the class

teacher need to do to draw on this rich local learning

possibility?

Other ingredients in the problem were also emerqging.
What of the inhihiﬁing effects of school rubrics like
those in the ‘reading turn’ process and the equally
uncreative assumption from home that good behaviour was
equated with a "seen and not heard’ response? Somehow a
way had to be +found to bring home and school closer
together to allow children to make the best use of their

education opportunities in both worlds.

We had made a partner video (7) of the same children
taking part in a community activity, a family
robot-making competition. This showed the Tenant’s Hall
crowded with busy family groups. FParents and children
worked well together making strange and wonderful robots
from boxes. Some parents became so engrossed that they

continued long after their children had lost interest!

Side by side these two videos showed the children

behaving quite differently with different adults in two

contrasting environments. These records showed that all

these children understood how a different set of
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responses was required in each of these situations. It
highlighted that none of this behaviour was ‘natural’, it
had all been 1learned and could be brought out or
inhibited as required. It could therefore also be
changed and adult/child talk of a more problem solving

type could be introduced to both settings — if desired.

The first use for these pictures was to let the parents
see their children in the detached though entertaining
way which video makes ﬁossible. September 16th 1976 was

the date set for this show in the Tenant’'s Hall. (8)

There was no attempt to point any educational message.
The picture of their children absorbed in displaying
their reading skills to the teacher, or looking up for
help with a difficult word, communicated maore to the
parents than any commentary. The fact that each child in
the class responded differently to basicallly similar
situations aroused a sea of guestions. In contrast the
same vchild could be seen in the family group in the

Tenant ‘s Hall competition expressing unsel fconscious
expectations of adult/child interaction within the home

and community as they concentrated on creating their

family s robot.

Four T.V. sets had been hired, or rather loaned free by a

sympathetic, if slightly bemused T.V. rental firm. This
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was the first of many occasions throughout the years of
innovation when well wishers became so interested that

they shared their equipment and expertise without charge.

The four audiences in the room gave undivided, if noisy,
attention to the different school groups and the robot
competition in which their family featured. It was a
busy, exciting scene in which 51 women, a few men and

hundreds of children enjoyed their own world on T.V.

Standing up on a chair, as viewing ended and tea was
about to begin, it was easy for me to ask this now
enthusiastic and attentive audience for commitment to
such unheard of activity as discussion groups about
education - and in that euphoria it was also easy to

promise to attend. The following week was to bring a

more realistic response.

G ER T
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CHAFPTER =

NOTES

1 F. Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, London,

1972, B53ff. Freire makes great use of photographs and
other verbal or symbolic images. He «calls this
‘cadifications’ of reality. The process gives
participants a chance to look with new eyes at some quite
ordinary but very significant part of their lives. This

detached image avoids the distractions associated with

an ongoing situation. The picture evokes Ffirst the
current surface perception of how life is. Discussion
‘decodifies’ this, allowing new perceptions to emerge

which could 1lead to an interest in pursuaing change
through education. Freire shaws that this allows
‘unperceived practicable solutions® to replace current

limiting practice.

2 Ve, 7, 8 (1976 .

3 This Urban Aid development of the wnrk was
officially titled ‘Strathclyde Experiment in Education’.
But since it was operational entirely within a small

housing estate in Govan, it became known colloquially as

‘The Govan Project’.

NOTE - 1



4 Vi (1973). This video, 1labelled ‘Join the
Frofessionals’ records early attempts to join together
from various disciplines people who worked separately
with parents and with children. Their comments show a
general acceptance of this way of wurking with parents -

but a rejection of personal involvement.

3 Ve (1976).

) V7 (1976).

7 Vs (1974) . _The first project video in colour!

8 R1, 2 (1.11.76). This ‘Reflection’ incorporates a

preparatory document (15.9.7&) for the project’'s Ffirst
public event in the Tenants’® Hall. It gives step by step
directions to the new team of Urban Aid workers and

University personnel on how they are to be involved.

NOTE — 2



Chapter 4

Learning to Listen

THE ERPSS, FRIHAV. NOVEMBER 2%, 1976

M<K>rpark mums and kids prepare

Kids ke ep mum O n to svf txtt on Gi(}:s;r“‘grand lour of

-- Photo by

grand tour ©&f Govan

DOZENS OF MOORPARK K!DS went on a grand tour
of Govan on Saturday, with running commentary
given by . .. their mums!



CHAFTER 4

LEARNING TO LISTEN

We had arranged to mget the parents in small groups of
five or six so that evérynne could talk freely. The
meeting place was a tenement flat. After some initial
hesitation the Housing Department had agreed to rent the
flat to the Project so that discussions could be held in
small familiar surroundings instead of the large
impersonal setting of the Tenants Hall or formal and

rather intimidating school premises.

At the end of the video programme featuring their own
children, 48 mothers promised to attend one of these
small group meetings the following week. (1) Nineteen

women in all actually turned up and fourteen of these

came regularly throughout the ten week series.

I now know that nineteen was a good response to such an

unprecedented invitation. It showed the combined effect

of a presence in the area for two years, the long careful

sequence of doorstep invitations and the final group

presentation of very personal video material. But at the

time I was disappointed. I was a teacher expecting the

attendance of everyone on the register. It took me a

i is not like
very long time to accept that real life
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school.

There were to be more lessons for me almost immediately.
I had to come to terms with the fact that putting theory
into practice meant the presence of real people who do
not sit quietly like the theorists’ words, waiting for
neat conclusions. Instead the mothers interacted in
dynamic complexities of thought, feeling, word and actiaon
which defied separation into the neat blocks of theory on
conceptual language and group practice with which I had
begun. Finding ways of recording and evaluating progress

was nat going to be a simple task.

Up till this point I had been working alone, my only
support 1in the field coming from volunteers or students.
Now as the work expanded so did the help and a team of
five Urban Aid workers Jjoined me 1in Govan. Their
presence was thanks to two fortunate opportunites.
Throughout the first two years of my practical efforts in
this small housing estate and its local Primary Schools I
had looked for ways of incorporating the work into the
Educational System. I was +fortunate that the Blasgow
Education Officer who Ffirst took an interest and
recommended the work to the local schools later moved to
a Stratheclyde post as Regional reorganization began and
was able to explain the work to the committee which

allocated the first Urban Aid Grants. Alongside this
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dialogue with the Local .Authority I took my little
Stairhead Seminars video (2) to Glasgow University.
There 1 again showed the little wvideo programme of work
in Hettie’'s kitchen and in Maisie‘'s living room in Wine
Allev. Eventually the working party chairman asked
"Supposing you could have the money you needed, how would
vyou make these ideas work on a larger scale?’ My
response  was a paper called "Total Education’ (Z)  which
mapped out how children could have a unified educational
environment 1if the home and the local community were
supported in particular ways by the organizations which
have any kind of ‘education remit: the newly formed
community education service, the local libraries,
preschool and schools. The working party applied for
Urban Aid to implement this document and after various
cliff-hanging near failures, five field workers and an

administrator were appointed to work with me.

So it was that in Autumn 1976 I had a whole Urban Aid
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team to share my tasks including a community work
partner, FKathy, to help with these newly formed parents-’
‘groups. Five small groups were set up that winter, each
one having at its centre a little set of two or three
friends who held it together. A ten week programme was
gradually worked out, using my experience in Maisie’'s
home as a basis. Careful reflection after each session

helped us to adapt and extend ideas as we went along.

All discussions were taped and transcribed (4), giving us
accurate material for our reflection and planning
sessions. Sometimes these records caught first reactions
and insights which pointed the way faor us. Other times
our own mistakes and failures were held before us in the
mirror so that we could not miss how much we had to
learn. About this time I began to build up a series of
papers for myself called ‘Reflections’ (5. These
records of my reactions as things happened were siftted
and annotated regularly in the following vyears as the
cumulative effect of the work changed my perception of
earliar events. As I let my fingers slip through all

these notes and transcripts they revive a kaleidoscope of

memories.

The new Step made possible by Urban Aid shows clearly in
these pages. Any first step is a momentous occasion,

whether by a baby, a moonwalker, or an inner-city
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innovator. Something of our excitement lingers 1n this
tformidable pile of records. A tiny parent/professional
partnership in a back street in BGovan was taking 1ts
first steps in co-ordinating the educational environment
of the inner-city child and we all knew it mattered,
though we had no way of seeing how far it would lead us
within a few years. Nor did we try to look ahead like

this. The present was all absorbing.

Stories Jjostle for first place to serve as examples of
growth and change in this period. Among the many
recorded, the tale of the Wednesday afternoon group

stands out.

There were five of us. Agnes, 1intense and very
short-sighted 1lived with her highly intelligent seven
yvear old daughter. Donna, whose family was now grown—up
except for her last son who was eight, could have run
the army, but in fact divided her time between an office
cleaning Jjob in the mornings and the care of a household
for the rest of the day. Anna also had a grown up family
anﬁ an eight year old son, but had in addition a 12 vyear
old deaf mute and an aged bed ridden father. Always
wrapped in her dark coat and head scarf, Anna seemed to

follow Donna like a shadow. Kathy and I made up the

final members of the group.
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The transcript of October 13th 1976, gives an amusing
glimpse of this group in action. Fathy and I were trying
to extend interest in holding thought pravoking
conversations with their children. Falling back on an
earlier ruse of pretending to be on a T.V. show, we asked
the group to act out the two extremes in their range of
verbal relationships with +their children. Eoth scenes
were to take place on top of a bus. In the first comedy
sketch they were to try to show how a Glasgow comedian
might have ‘taken off’ a 1local housewife behaving
unrespansivly to her child. Donna seemed the ideal
demanding child. Agnes agreed to be the mother. The non
commital Anna wauld be the mother 's friend with whom she

was engrossed in conversation to the neglect of the

child.

I expected to hear guestions about the environment, the
shops, the passing vehicles, and pleasant if unrelated

responses to indicate a lack of attention. Instead the

transcript gives:- (&)

DONNA: Mammy — Mammy!
AGNES: You shut up!

DONNA: Whit’ s that?

AGNES: Look. Shut up. I havenae even paid your
fare yet! (laughter)

AGNES: That’'s what I often say!
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Agnes momentarily turned aside from the game to express
her surprise at the effect role playing was having on
her. Though faced with the boisterous personality of
Donna rather than her own quiet child she was +finding
herself responding as she naturally did with her own
daughter. Now the roleplay situation was causing her to
begin to reflect on her way of responding. Donna’s
rather forceful nudging brought the players back into
action.
AGNES: Shh! See when I get you aff this bus — 1711

choke you.
DONNA: 0Oh, Mammy. Look at tﬁat man. He’'s drunk like

my daddy. (Laughter}
AGNES: Shut up. I'm goin’ to put vou to bed when we

get home.
(To neighbour:) What was that you were saying?
But Anna had no opportunity to say anything, even if she
had wished, for Donna was continuing:
DONNA: Mammy. HMammy'! Whit’'s the man daeing?

Mammy, whit’'s that man daeing that for?
AGNES: You be quiet. I°11 get you lifted. (taken

away by the police). I'm no taking you out

with me again.

DONNA: Mammy. Whit’'s he hitting the woman for?

Whit’ s he hitting the woman for Mammy?

AGNES: (To neighbour) I don’t know how to explain

it (laughing).
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DONNA:  Mammy. Whit's the man hitting the woman
for? Whit did you say”?
AGNES: It’'s just that the pubs are coming ocut.
(Laughs) You see many an argy-—-bargy -—
you know, when the pubs are out.
Amid the laughter that this response caused, Agnes pulled
right out of her role:
AGNES: 1I°'ve got no patience with this! Daﬁﬁa asks

too many questions!

Using the little role playing experience Agnes
immediately began to analyse her own behaviour with her
daughter and consider whether a different way of
interacting with the child would be better. From
considering that she might have been better to go on
trying to answer Donna’s questions, she began tao reflect
on her interaction with her own child. "My wean doesn‘'t
ask questions, she just sits. Maybe I restrict her. I'm
too strict.’ Later we were to find that this daughter
whao ‘just sits’ could reach a score of 149 on a GStantord
Rinet I +test (7). But the school found her “alright’

arnd ‘middle of the road’. No—one expected her to be the

‘high flier  her score suggested.

The second piece of roleplay was now introduced as 1

asked the mothers to consider the other extreme. Danna

gave an impersonation of a mother with a falsetto “posh’
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voice and expressed her own opinion that such a way of
speaking to a child was to be firmly rejected. I was
reminded of a conversation in Maisie’s home where there
had been conscious rejection of other life stvyles or at
least of the external trappings. Did a deliberate
decision not to “talk posh’ mean a rejectién also of the
problem scolving kind of conversations 1 was trying to

promote?

Donna’'s next contribution clarified that issue and
demanstrated a point Barbara Tizard was to make in her

1984 book Young Children Learning. Much though provoking

discussion goes on naturally in many — though by no means
in all - family groups. Donna had just played the part
of the questioning child to a parent who had responded
mainly with threats. (8 Now she talked of her real
conversation on the bus with her eight year old son about
the major changes container transport was bringing to the
Victorian docking basins of the Clyde.. ‘If we go
upstairs in the bus, you know how they're filling in the
docks just now? He's twenty guestions! "What do they
want to dae that for? That means my daddy’s boat cannae

come right up to that bit. When the motors go over there

will they no’ sink in all that water?"’

Donna was already caught up in this process, at least

within the area of interest where she had a wealth of
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knowledge. We began the role play again, this time with
Donna as the mother and Agnes as the enquiring child.
She had no difficulty in finding questions to ask (10),
since she was genuinely interested in learning from
Donna. Anna remained in the role of the passive
neighbour and I wondered if I would ever find how to
communicate with her. The session continued with a great
deal of persocnal sharing of insight on children’s
questians and then moved, towards the end, to a
discussion of the feelings of inadequacy which we all
felt at times where faced with children’s demands. I
could see that the parents were not suwre if Kathy and I
were being honest when we too admitted to often finding
it difficult to give the best response. But there was no
doubting our ignorance of the river details which Donna
was displaying. The dock changes at this stage were
going on behind a high wall and only those who travelled

on the top of a bus knew anything at all about it.

We now had an excellent partnership possibility. Daonna

possessed interesting information and we had some

suggestions about how it might be handed on to children.

Reflecting on the transcript, Kathy and I could see we

had found ideal material for part two of this little

group ‘s course. Together the group could plan a bus tour

round Govan for a number of families, with Donna giving

the explanation when we reached the docks.
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The video of this event called ‘Upstairs Only’” (11) was
made in November 1976 and shows a very competent Donna
a:ting as courier on a bus carrying eleven family groups.

Amang the most exciting surprises in this very moving
record, is the sight of the previously silent Anna giving
a section of the commentary, microphone in hand. This
change began +from the resolution of a problem situation

which brought a new lesson for me.

Donna worked at a heavy cleaning Jjob in the mornings.
When she returned home she was apt to sit down in front
of the +fire and +fall asleep. Two weeks after the
role—play sessions the sleep was prolonged and Donna did
not appear at the meeting. We were disturbed. We had

arranged with the group that this session would be the

first preparation for the dock visit. Now we had no
expert! Agnes praised Donna’s knowledge loudly and made
her absence seem like a total disaster. Anna listened

for a while and then said diffidently, "I°'ve actually
ssen — er — the start of them filling in (the docks).’

Never did a speaker receive such instant attention!

anna soon warmed to her new role. For the initial twelve

pages the transcript shows her contributions only as

single lines, at most. As soon as she was accepted as a

source of information she talked fluently, beginning with
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her own childhood memories of wandering freely round the
docks and learning incidentally about ships and cargo.
In the absence of her efficient friend, Donna, she could
take her time and savour the experience of being the
group’s information expert, encouraged and appreciated

for her clear, colourful descriptions.

The video record of that conducted tour of the Gavan
Docks continued with follow up school work and a family
quiz before Donna ana Anna rounded off the whole
proceedings with a little ‘commercial’ direct to camera
in which they invited more parents to join the parents’
discussion groups. One effect they had was to stimulate
others to take the lead in recording the next planned
outing. But before beginning that tale, this might be

the place to complete Anna’s story.

I had wondered if I would ever be able to communicate
with this silent, self-affacing ‘follower’ . Within a

month of the dock tour success the situation began to

show signs of change. The City Library Department had

generously cooperated with us in the setting up of a

small well stocked library in the flat. An Urban Aid

fieldworker was in charge of the whole enterprise which

was to open its doors in January 1977. The first

volunteer helper was Anna!l Gradually her contribution

expanded from working for an hour with the children who
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crowded the library straight from school to full time
voluntary work including both book processing and record
keeping. In 1?79 when Urban Aid ended Anna became a
permanent paid assistant and by 1982 she was in complete
charge of book issuing in the library which had been
moved to the heart of Summertown (13), a new
neighbourhood centre housed in a former school. Later
that same vyear Anna helped to tell the story of
Summertown and the library in a video entitled ‘Four
Voices of Change’ (14) and also answered the audience’s
questions when the home—-made video was shown at a
Mational Children’'s Bureau conference in Glasgow. By
1983 the 1little show was in Holland as part of a
presentation to the Bernard van Leer Foundation
requesting funding for the current Partnership in

Education Project in Glasgow.

Left to my own efforts I would probably never have found
how to involve danna in education, no matter what

information I offered. It was Anna’'s own little treasure

house of knowledge which became the key. My contribution

was to produce both the opportunity for display and the

supportive help to express that knowledge well. Anna

gradually found how to use her own shy unassuming

personality in the service of education. Now she can be

found every day among the encyclopedias, paperbacks and

pre-readers as she presents to all who cross the
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The end of the tale

Now she can be found every day
among the encyclopedias,
paperbacks and pre readers

as she presents the library
service's reassuring friendly
local face.

The middle -
a long slow
process.

Anna gradually
found how to
use her own
shy unassuming
personality in
the service of
education.

Not quite the
beginning!

"January 1977:
The first
volunteer
helper was
Anna!'!"



threshold of Summertown Centre, the library service's

reassuring, friendly, local face.

As this movement started in 1977 I was beginning to learn
that the professional educator ‘s task was first af all
that of skilfully tfacilitating learning and only
secondarily of producing infaormation. One useful

learning medium we had discovered was the planned ocuting.

The bus tour of Govan docks and the fluent explanations
by Donna and Anna had helped uws explore a possible
pattern of work in which we could make good use of the
relationship between language and experience. We had
learned +that a good starting point was the discussion of
an experience which was meaningful to the parents. The
next step had been the preparation with them of

commentaries which braoke down that experience into a

sequence of important features about the docks. There

was some attempt at giving information in such a way that
it cued the children to pick out the salient points

unaided. A way had then to be found for the children to

organize the information into a meaningful whole for

constructed a quiz to help with this

themsel ves. Agnes
task and ran it — with a little help — on the homeward
journey.
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There was still oane important step to take. We wanted
the children to be able to talk to their teachers about
their experience in such a way that they conveyed the
event 1logically and vividly. This 1is the kind of
language teachers use a great deal in class, but much of
it, especially in the early school vears may be outside
the children’'s normal scope. Fortunately we had
home/school link teachers in each of the two local
Primary schools. They took part in the outing, helped
the children record their part in it at school and talked
about it in the staff room so that class teachers asked

the children concerned to describe the event to the

class.

The dock visit was only the first of a series of family
group outings. Gradually we built wuwup a successful
pattern. First we held an open discussion in which
various ideas were considered. 1 doubt if these early
meetings were really very democratic. There were so many

great possibilities on the doorstep and I was apt to

propose my pet project so enthusiastically that the

discussion was really about the details, not the venue!

However, because no participant had ever been to the

local activity museum or met a forest ranger and few had

had any responsibility for visits +to the zoo or the

seaside, the parents seemed happy enocugh to accept the
initial suggestion and put their energies into planning
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how to introduce these new experiences to their children.

A few weekly meetings were spent in discovering the
possibilities and limitations of the chosen place. Then
there was the construction of quizzes and activities to
help the children enjoy and learn at the same moment.
This part of the programme was usually combined with a
visit by the parents alone to the outing venue so that
they were prepared to lead their children when the actual
outing took place. One final reflection session was held
atter the event was completed. The insights gained were
sometimes captured on video. In this way we built up a

series of visual records to help us all 1learn haw to

progress.

The first seaside outing based on this plan/act/reflect
cycle offers some good examples of this process.
Clydecoast resorts 1like Saltcoats are filled in summer
with children on day trips to the fairground where a
great deal of money is spent and then to the sands where
families remain on ane spot enjoying the sun or huddling
from the wind. These trips will eventually be replaced
in early adult years, for those who become more affluent,

by flights to warmer European versions af these

amenities.

I wondered if this was a conscious choice and therefore

an informed rejection of other holiday possibilities, or
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the result of a lack of alternatives. Tentatively I
suggested a visit to a picturesque peninsula called
FPortencross only a few miles farther along the Clyde
Coast where they could enjoy an old castle, sandy
beaches, rocky pools and each other’s company and
discoveries - but no fairground or shaops! FPerhaps the
parents were only humouring me again, since transport was
to be free of charge and the place at least included
opportunities for swimming. For whatever reason there
was general acceptance that it was worth trying though
some mothers were openly sceptical about the outing
wondering how the weans could enjoy themselves if they

couldn 't spend money!

The next week as kKathy and I struggled alongside the
parents ta 1learn what shells and small sea creatures we
might expect to find on Ayrshire beaches our efforts were
greeted with amazement. How could we display ignorance
so happily they seemed to be asking. This was an
unexpected response and I read the transcripts of this

meeting very carefully, trying to learn what exactly was

causing the parents’ surprise.

Gradually I pieced together what seemed to be a generally

held assumption which our search for information was

challenging. In summary it was something like: °All

infnfmatian is obtainable in school and so all learning
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belongs to childhood. The adult who displays ignorance
on a common subject admits to school failure.’' Over the
next few weeks parents began to reflect on the way this
assumption had curtailed their own growth and that of

their children.

For these adults the discovery of lifelong learning as a
‘respectable’ goal was like finding the daoor to freedom.
But the array of possible information was daunting and
the next step had to be a heightened awareness of how
information is classified and, since no one knaows it all,
how the salient features of a particular topic can be

picked up quickly.

A great display of books on the seaside ranging from the

very simple to the specialist was set up in the little

project library. One well illustrated book for five year

olds on bivalve and univalve shells became the centre of

a discussion with a young couple, Tom and Sheila Ford.

The essence of that long conversation was:-—

‘You mean that really a’ these different looking shells

could just be put in two heaps - those where the thing

that lives in them needs a pair of shells and those where

it just wants one shell? Is that it? Here! That ‘s

easy!”’
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From there the discussions moved smoothly into guiding
children further along the path of their interest.
Sheila became very interested in the possible use of
identification books about the seashore. (13) ‘With a
book they could find more about it, make it more
interesting. You could ask "Where did it (the shell)
come from? How did it get there? — kind of thing. I
wonder if it’'s always been that size or if it's been
bigger or smaller."’ Interest and bewilderment tussled
with each other as more and more possibilities came into
view. Eventually the discussion focussed on how to draw
the children’s attention to the most important features
of shore life without boring them with too much
information at once. Sheila said ‘you’'ve got to tell
them how many different kinds of... "thingmies" you'd be
wanting, vyou know, because maybe they’'d just pick up all
the different kinds of shells and shove them intao the bag
and say “that’'s me got all my shells".’ Kathy returned
to an earlier point of having display cards with univalve
and bivalve shells on them. ‘Yes but they’ ve got to
identify them — got to go back to the big card that we’'ll
have and identify them.’ Tom then came up with a
solution which would encourage everyone to work at

putting things in categories. ‘You could run a wee

competition you know.’

So it came about some weeks later as the afternoon at
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Fortencross ended that I found myself looking hopefully
round that quiet, genteel and self-contained seaside
hamlet for someone tao judge which of the dozen Govan
tamilies gathered with their treasures under the lee of
the old castle had the widest collection of seashells,
the best variety of rock, the smallest feather or longest
piece of seaweed. Fortunately for me a young couple and
an older lady were talking together near one of the large
secluded houses. When I approached them with my rather
odd request the young man said at once, "Mother, yDuv
could do that!’ and so the little group immediately came
with me to meet the parents while I hurriedly tried to

explain the Project’s aims.

The lady in gquestion seemed to have spent a good deal of
her life opening bazaars or adjudicating at flower shows,
judging by her skill with the family collections. She
had quickly picked up that we were not in the business of
competition but of cooperation and interaction within
each family as well as of heightened awareness of the
seashore. When she spoke to families or individuals they
discovered that here was someone who seemed really
interested in fhe reasons for their choices. The mother

who could not concentrate on her family’s shell
collection found the conversation quickly switched to her
wonderfully tiny feather specimen and every group found

some part of their collection worthy of commendation.

PAGE 87




lu.y\id 1us1 1y partjni/ cniso

leisure experiences



The finds were indeed worthy of notice. While some of
the attention they arcused was not quite what we had
planned there was no doubt that a number of
problem—solving skills had been called into play by this
outing. At the reflection session the following week
Tom, one of the dads, gave a graphic description of the
crab that got away - inside the library! A mother told
of her seashore pebble collection being left in the bath
to be scrubbed but being thrown out by her teenage son
preparing for his ‘date’” (17). One of their comments
provided the title for the resulting video recording.

The event had clearly been "More than an Outing’.

To parents used to the financial and discipline praoblems

connected with Saltcoats outings, this wonderful day had

offered many new insights.

We could see that this event had been a great success.

Our little parents’ groups quickly and enthusiastically

began a new series of meetings in preparation for family

outings to the zoo, the park and a castle museum. As

usual I failed to see that the gap between these events

and a regular widening of practice would take a long time

to fill. Everything seemed plain sailing as we moved to

this next easy step.
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After each event there were reflection and recerding
sessions often involving video or slides. These were
much more than some kind of ‘holiday snapshots. The
slides were used to distance peﬁple from their action so
that, freed <from the pressure of coping with the events
themselves, they could recollect the events in
tranquility or in new feelings evoked by this detached
image of reality. In this way some important ideas
encapsulated in quite small events could be seized on and

discussed.

Some thoughtful appreciation was aroused in parents about
the new levels of interest and interaction they had
enjoyed with their children. These reflection sessions
also roused a great reappraisal of their own past and
present learning opportunities (18}, On October 12th
1977 Liz, the mother of 6 children voiced how she felt
about her own limited information on trees, coupled with
her deep emotional appreciation of them now that a few

little cherry trees were being planted in the

neighbourhood.

‘The only thing I know about a tree is that it changes
its leaves. You know, maybe everyv month or something
'like that. I mean, I°'m only going back to when I was at
school in fact. I’'ve never actually looked at a tree.’

I had not, till then, thought about the lack of trees in
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the inner city and 1 found this a Hit Shartiimg. iy
m2an  you've never actually watched s tree through its
seasons?’ I asked. Ne'y Liz said. L Twe TR

actually seen a tree getting planted and then orowing (e

= like the ones in the back court nom. Thay take your
mind! You‘ve got a feeling - vou get up every sorning
and you see the colours changing. But I'we naver
actually seen - where I cams from, it was all tensement

buildings. And when we got education on trees in  school
it was maybe the teacher hers=1f who brought theas in.
She brought maybe three or four lIsaves. We wersnas
taken, 1like on these outings that youse are doing now.

We never had these opportunities!

There was no stopping Liz once she had started to think
aloud and thoughts and feelings tumbled out together.
She returned to the consideration of the new local cherry
trees. *There's some lovely colours in they trezes.
There's one on the edge of the flat there in thes sumner,
it comes up pure pink, I mean they’'ra shocking pink!
It’'s not just pink, it’'s shocking pink! It’'s away on the
other side of the street, but I can sea it from my window

and it just catches your eye as socon as you get up.’
This whole discussion went on and on with Liz talking
with feeling on the difference between learning from

stuffed birds in class and being taken to the zoo and

PAGE 90



offering a gquite surprising insight into why children
might pull up the few precious flowers which now grew in

the small housing estate.

I was reminded often in these sessions of T.S. Elliot’'s
lines:—

‘He had the experience but missed the meaning

and approach to the meaning renewed the experience

In a different ¥orm.

The past experience revived In the meaning
Is not the experience of one life only

but of many generations.’

By 19278 I thought the task was completed. It seemed to
me that we had only to offer this experience of planned
outings followed by reflection for such events to become
part of the neighbourhood’s normal practice. But 1 was
taoa find that I had barely begun to climb the foothills.
To begin with there were many practical problems I had
not considered. How do families without cars reach these
quiet stretches of shore? Even if they chose a point on
a bus route, how often could they afford the fares -
including those into town to pick up the seaside bus?
Dther hidden problems were to emerge during interviews,
like the home preparation of a whole famiy group for an

organized event — especially i# the mother never had the
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experience herself. In contrast, the local club’s annual
outing to Saltcoats promised the security of a
traditional and well understood pattern and for the
majority of people an absence of responsibility far
organization. It also brought all the fun of the fair -
though at a considerable cost. Bringing our planned
outings into this realm of normality was going to be a
slow process, especially when any kind of holiday was a
rare event and most of the summer was spent in  the home

streets.

I had at least learned the answer to one of my guestions.

The annual repetition of the «club outing was not a
considered rejection of a widened leisure experience.
Though not prepared yet to carry the whole burden of
preparation, the parents were enthusiastic about the
extension our outings had made to their summer horizons.
When school was about to start that auvtumn one mother’
summed it all up in a comment I remember as: ‘This was

the best year yet! I‘m sure we must have been away (for

a day) four times this summer!’

PAGE 92



CHAFTER 4

NOTES

1 TO35, 1ff (21.9.76). This transcript records my
partner Kathy's reflections on the first seven parents to
join us in a small group. The flat was not yet ready and

this group had to meet in the Tenants® Hall.

2 Vi (1974). ‘Stairhead Seminars’ is ane of the
videos of the original work made by David Butts of
Jordanhill College in 1974. A chance meeting at Glasgow
University in 1273 brought an opportunity to show this
video to Eric Wilkinson, a vyoung lecturer there. His

interest led to a widening of both staff and support in

the following year.
3 BMOS (December 1273).

4 Discussions and interviews over the period
1974-1982 filled 125 audio tapes. Some proved too

difficult to transcribe so the final number of

transcripts is 109.

S These 40 Reflection papers of uneven depth and

importance span a period of six vyears 1976—-1982. They

record moments of heightened awareness and usually

NOTE - 1



articulate a new beginning. Some of these papers acted
as touchstones to which I returned again and again,
refining and sometimes changing the ideas as further

experience affected earlier conclusions.

1) TO3?, Sff (13 October 19764).

7 BM13, 1 (July 1977). These Stanford Binet I.0.s
and Edinburgh Reading test scores come from the work of
the HNotre Dame Research Worker for the Froject, David
Williamson, who was helped by psycheologists Ffrom NHNotre

Dame Child Guidance Clinic.

8 TO3?, 7 (13 October 1976).

? B. Tizard and M. Hughes, Young Children Learning,

London, 1984, 37 and passim.
10 T03?, 14ff (13 October 1976).

11 V4 (1974). This video not oanly records the
outing to the docks described in this chapter but goes on
to 1look at further adult/child environmental learning,

including follow-up work in school done by the two 1link

teachers.

12 T041, 13Fff (27 October 1976).

NOTE — 2



13 For an account of the establishment of Summertown

Centre and of the library within it, see Chapter 10.

14 V22 (1982). "Four Voices of Change’ a slide/tape

show transferred to video.

15 TO&LB, 4 (23 May 1977).
16 TOLB, 7 (25 May 1977).
17 ve, (19773 . This video records a series of

reflections and activities after the Portencross outing.

18 TO77, 13 (12 October 1977).

12 T.5. Elliot 'The Dry GSalvages’® FPart II 1in

Collected Poems, London, 1269, 184.

NOTE - 3
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CHAFTER S

THE OTHER FOOT FORWARD

Progress within the ;ummunity oftten seemed unconnected
with the small shifts and movements happening in the two
schools. Eventually I learned to look at the work in the
community and that done in school like two feet which
between them propelled the body of educational change
forward smoothly enough though they never got together
themselves! From 1974-7& the main thrust had been in the
community. Now the schools were to be invited to take an
unprecedented step forward. To begin with, action in the

schools had its own distinctive starting point. In 1276

when the solo ‘stairhead seminar’ phase of work in the
community ended and the Urban Aid ‘Govan Project’™ was
schedul ed to provide Five fieldworkers to take an

different aspects of the task, the headteachers were each
invited to help to choasé a fieldworker with teacher
qualification who would work specially with their school.

The +title and role of this worker changed rapidly over
the project’s first few months but gradually Alan and

Teresa settled down as home/school link teachers, though

no one knew exactly what that meant.

By 19846 the idea of home/school /cammunity links is

.

considered a good thing® in Strathclyde Regional
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documents and a working party has been set up to look at
the practical implications of such co—operation. The
small Partnership in Education Resource and Development
Centre (1) has begun to produce materials and plan
inservice so that class teachers will have access to a
series of well planned, curricular programmes focussed on
central issues for parents of 5-8 year olds. Similar
parent/professional work, though at an earlier stage of
preparation, 1is being designed for Community Workers and
Underfives personnel. Some schools have a whole range of
parental involvement processes and at least in a number

of schools parents and teachers feel and act as partners.

In 1976 many schools still looked pretty grim and one we
tried to work with in Govan was described in an early
video (2) as an ‘alien fortress in enemy land’. Every
school had a prominent notice discouraging parents from
entering the building. The old Victorian school in our

video went further and forbade parents to enter the

playground!

About a third of the children in two schools which

concerned us came fram the Moorpark Estate. The 1link

teachers participated with the rest of the Project team
in as many community activities as possible to help them

understand the children’s home setting. But how were we

to 1link this with the schools? The parents were not
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encouraged to visit the school and one class teacher
spoke for many when she said that nothing would make her
set foot in “that dangerous housing area’. So how were

we to bring them together?

We decided to begin in the community and try a programme
of home visits, taking some of the children’'s class work
into the family home. I have a vivid picture of Teresa‘s
first attempt. We had gone together to a number of
houses which I knew well, so that she could begin to feel
at ease and learn a little of what to say and how to
build a sense of partnership rather than arriving like a
visiting do-gooder. Now I was to be the companion and
Teresa was to plan the visit. We talked about the twins
in the chosen family. Teresa had examples of their class
work and rehearsed how she would begin by pointing out
their successes, then lead on to areas where the parents
could support new growth. Another child in the same
class lived in the flat above. "Take his work too" 1

suggested casually, "We might have time to visit a second

house." Without any real preparation the extra folio

was collected.

The twins’ parents were out. We had not thought of that!

Within minutes of arrival in Moorpark Teresa found

hersel¥ knocking the door of the upstairs flat,

completely unaware of the background. A ten year old

PAGE 93



9irl who should have been at school opened the door.
Before we had managed to explain who we were and why we
had come, a man’'s voice called from kitchen 'Tell them to
come in!’ I knew this response well enough. Our voices
indicated that we were from some sart of ‘establishment’
and the householder wanted to know our business before
the neighbours overheard too much. The man who had
summoned us sat at the table near the window. He eyed us
sullenly and then said harshly, ‘I'm  just aqut of
Barlinnie (Glasgow jail) this marning! ’ I was
nonplussed, but Teresa moved acrass the room confidently
‘Then vyou won't know how Faul bhas been getting on at
school. 1I°ve brought some of his work to show you’ and
she laid out before him his son’'s best efforts in class.

I knew then that Teresa could handle home visits without

any more guidance from me!

1 have often heard teachers suggest that there are
insurmountable obstacles to home visiting. I would agree
that there are educational pros and cons for this method
of 1linking home and school and I would never see it as
the principle task, but it makes an excellent starting
point. Further discussion of the educational issues
clarification

involved in home visiting should lead to

and a better work focus. I have less patience with those

whose isolation in schools allows them to invent an

unreal level of social and moral hazards in home visiting
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without discovering the hard facts from the many
professionals already engaged in such work. Doctors,
district nurses, health visitors, social workers, school
board officials and a host of others earn their living
visiting., these same homes without coming to any harm, so
there are man?.quali¥ied to teach us, if we wish to

learn.

The links we were trving to strengthen between home and

school had at their centre a ‘one world’ concept for
children. We wanted them to be able to bring together
the daylong education which their home environment

offered and the specialist education provided in class.
Within this we focussed particularly on the power of the
wor-d, whether spoken or written. Language and especially
the teaching of reading may seem to many teachers to be
their special area of expertise. But I was aware of
re=earch which showed that inner city children had
reading scores clearly below their ability level even as
measured by I.0. tests which were themselves biased

against such children. Alerted by such knowiedge I was

teen to find out how home/school 1links could help the

pracess of learning to read. (3)
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There is ap assumption in Glasgow that parents and
teachers will work together on the reading task at the
early stages. With varying degrees of regularity the
parent’'s help is eniisted'tn support the school 's work.
A common method of communication is by a slip of paper in
the reading book at the appropriate place, together with
a request — often carried orally by the 3 year old - far
the reinforcement of a specific piece of work. Homewor k
might consist of a page to be read or a few look—-and-say
words on cards or a piece of phonic drill to be learned.
It is an observable +fact that this process meets with
uneven success. The Urban Aid Froject had been running
about two months when a small boy taught us an important

lesson about this problem.

I was paying a formal visit to one of the schools with
Alan, the recently appointed Project link teacher. A

rather heated assistant head teacher stopped Alan and

myself in a corridor. ‘You're supposed to do something

about parents aren’'t you? Well 1 wish vyou would do

something about Mrs. McTavish. She has done nothing to

help Irvine — and then dares to caome in here causing a
fuss!”’ The mother in guestion bore a striking
resemblance to that powerful woman every school
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cartoonist has stereotyped as she makes her point

forcefully to the contrastingly diminutive teacher. So I
was dismayed by this demand ‘Do something about Mrs.
McTavish!”’ It was proving hard enough to establish our

credability within the school without this 1level of

challenge!

‘What exactly is the problem?’ I asked. A copy of BRook
One from a rather out of date reading scheme was
produced. "Irvine has been on page 42 for a week.
Every day I say ‘Get your mother to help vyou with vour
reading tonight.” Every day he comes back without having
learned it!" It seemed straight forward enocugh and Alan

promised to visit.

We had hardly left the school before coming across PMrs.
McTavish, the angry centre of a group of listening
mothers. As we approached she detached herself from the
gathering and made straight for us. ‘Here, aren’t you
supposed to do something about that school? Well my
Irvine’'s been at the .same place in his reading book, page
42, for a week and they’'re doing nothing about it!" As
Alan promised to visit her home that afterncon the

problem was already looking less straight forward!

Alan went along to the home, reading book in hand. We

had 1learned the need for concrete material 1in all
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discussions with parents, since a more abstract approach
not only put them at a disadvantage, but often meant
that without a shared experience, we were unsure if we

meant the same things.

‘Do you want a cup of tea, son?’ HMrs. McTavish, on her
own ground now turned out to be a pleasant hostess,
interested in Alan’'s welfare. ‘Irvine is on page 27
began Alan turning to the correct page in the book, after
the initial pleasantries were over and his cup of tea was
beside him. "Aye, but that doesn’'t really matter’ said
Mrs. McTavish. ‘What he has to do are the words at the
back.’® Alan turned to the back where there were lists of
all the new words in the book. These were divided into
=small groups, each set of words being numbered according
to where it first occurred in the book. Four words were
printed above a small ‘42°. Alan handed her the book
open at that page. ‘Every night’ began Mrs. PFcTavish
taking the book, but going back to the first page on
which the title ‘Words to be learned’ headed the list of
the whole book. ‘Every night I go over

new words within

all these words with him’, her hands flicked through the

pages and her fingers ran over the one hundred or so

wards in the entire collection. ‘He hates it! It's far

too much for him. They shouldn’t ask him to do all that.
I don’'t see how the others have all learned it. I 1lose

my temper with him every night and he shouts and says he
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is never going back to school. *

Alan could picture the teacher giving her seemingly
simple message: ‘Tell your mother you are on page 42 and
you have to do the words at the back.’ To the initiate
the message seems so direct! But it is ‘in” 1anguage,
jargon, without precision to people who do not spend

their lives with books.

Mast schools have moved on from that particular reading
scheme now, but the problem of communication remains, not
merely the clarification of verbal messages, but the
whole communication of attitudes, feelings, principles,
explanations. That day we took our first tiny step on
that 1long road of unravelling how to improve home/school

links on one specific piece of curriculum, the beginning

of reading.

I was aware that a much deeper understanding than any of
us yet had of language and literacy was essential to our
task. So all the fieldworkers, including myself, began

the Open University Reading Development Course. We

worked as a group discussing the ideas together but

carrying out separate practical assignments which allowed

us to put theory into practice in a variety of small

wWays. We soon found that there was information of

practical value locked up in this theoretical course,
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information which was extremely important to any parent
whose child was learning to read or was developing higher
reading skills. We felt sure that we could express this
knowledge quite simply and turn it into practical skills
if we took time to find the right way. Sa from an
analysis aof problems and from Reading Development studies

the first Reading Workshops for parents were invented.

Convinced that understanding grows out of experience,
every new piece of work with parents began with some
little activity which we could share with them and enjoy
together. This was followed by a reflection session to
pull out the special significance in that experience far
their children’s education. Alan and Teresa designed
their own ‘alphabet’ incorporating the main problems
children face in the real alphabet. Because the symbols
being presented were figments of Alan and Teresa’'s
imagination, they were able to give parents an experience
equivalent to that of a child beginning ta read without
making them feel anxious or ‘threatened’. Teaching the

parents to read sentences like ‘Alan is in the library.

The library is here’ written in this made—up alphabet

turned out to be a hilarious experience for everyone as

well as a useful way of helping parents understand their

children’s problems. A video (4) made at this time

called ‘Link Up’ captures some of this fun—-filled

learning.
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The Link teachers were learning as much as the parents in
this first session. It had been one thing to recognise
the ideas in an Open University Course. It was a whole
new exciting experience to see the “truth’ of the work
and the relevance of it to the group of interested inner
city parents. The Link teachers’ report (5) from May

1ith 1977 reads:

‘None of the parents managed to get all the words right
first time, but there was no tension at all in the group;
everyone was really enjoying it, and realising as they
went along just what was expected of children learning to
read. Their greatest difficulty was 1n recognising
two-letter words. They confused the two—-letter symbols
representing "is" and "in". A discussion followed about

the difficulties that young children would find in trying

to read these words written in ordinary script.’

The success of this first attempt encouraged Alan and
Teresa to base further sessions on  the 0.U. course.

Their next invention was a kind of bingo with "pin"®

people differing very slightly from each other. This

helped parents see that children have to be able to make

fine visual discrimations before they can be successful

with letters. A Footsteps Game, in which newspaper

cut-outs of the family’'s foot prints inscribed with
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phonic sounds followed. This was to be laid along the
floor as a ‘pretend’ tight-rope. The adults and children
in the family were then invited to walk along the
tightrope - but they could only put sach foot down when
they could name the letter on the next ‘footstep . This
game demonstrated a simple way of causing repetition

without tears.

In everything they did Alan and Teresa were trying to
show by example and by what they said, that learning can
and should be fun. Many of the parents had unhappy
memories of school themselves and they presented learning
to their children as a dull but necessary evil.
Gradually some of these adults began to talk about the
way they had until then reinforced the reading lesson
each evening. ‘Maybe I've been doing it the wrong way!
I say, "I'm fed up listening to a” this. Now get it
right this time or I°11 smack you!" I never thought they

were supposed to enjoy it!’ FParents reflected on the

effect of this uncompromising ‘get it right or there will
be trouble’ attitude in which this underlying message of
criticism and annoyance had a stronger effect than any

sense of achievement which might come from the small

progress made in skill. They began to consider the

resulting unwillingness of the child to go to school

which was then tackled by bribery as Maisie had

illustrated for me in 1974. ‘I'11 gie you five pence.
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Well I°11 gie you ten pence...!’

While this Reading Workshop was being refined and
repeated with different groups of parents, Teresa was
beginning to find ways of introducing meaningful parental
co—operation for children a few vyears older who were
learning to use reading as a tool in the pursuit of both

pleasure and knowledge.

The class teacher who had these 7 and 8 year olds, though
sympathetic with Teresa’s concern, was sure that nothing
could be done at this stage. To her this was the reality
of the inner city where children could read but did not
make much use of the skill. That was to be expected in
‘this typ= of child’ so it was alright. Teresa was not
satisfied. ‘What of the higher reading skills? What

about information seeking, skimming, scanning and the

like?’ ‘That comes 1if they are interested and these
children are not, so you can’t do much about it.~ She
1noked at Teresa‘'s unconvinced face — "Try if you want

to. Any improvement is worth having.’

Eight of the children in that class came from Moorpark,

as we had learned to call ‘Wine Alley’ by then. They

were all at different stages. Elizabeth’'s reading was no

more than ‘barking at print’. She made little sense of

what she read. David could enjoy a story, but could not
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follow directions from print. Patiently Teresa went
round each one finding the exact level of skill and

seeking out material required for the next step.

Then there were home visits to secure co-operation from
the mothers. She had a variety of tactics for this. "It
will be good fun. Come and help me out!” "You wouldn 't
let me get it all ready and have no one there would you?’

‘It is only for an hour on Tuesday afternoons during
Movember.” At each door she found a way of ensuring that
the parents would appreciate that the invitation was to
come as a real partner, as necessary as the teacher +for
the success of this enterprise. Everyone agreed to come
— and half of them did come to the initial session. Four
parents were quite enough at a time +for this first
attempt at such individual work. At a later stage there
would be another opportunity for the others to join in
when the word was out that it was enjoyable and ‘really

helps your own wean. '’

Mrs. Gray came for Elizabeth. Teresa had planned a piece
of work which could only be done if Elizabeth worked at
understanding what she read. The story was about a witch
and her cat but some of the sentences were incomplete.
‘Elizabeth has to think up endings for these sentences
which make sense in the story. Read the first one,

Elizabeth." ‘The witch’'s cat had climbed up the tree
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and...... What do vyou suggest now for an ending?’
Faced with her mother's complete attention, Elizabeth
struggled to grasp the meaning and stretch towards a
conclusion. One more example and the mother could take
on the discussion, so causing her child to read for

m=2aning by this simple interaction.

David was next, sitting between Teresa and his mother and
sharing a photograph of the neighbourhocod with them.
"How would vyou get from your home to the Tenants Hall?’
David used his finger first, accompanied by the minimum
of wverbal direction, ‘Along that way and down there.’
‘Where else could he go, Frs. EBrown?’ ‘What about to
your auntie’'s? Aye, that’'s right and how do you get to
your granny’'s house from there?’ When David had begun to
include more terms of direction such as "'I°'d just have to
go upstairs’, it was time to turn parent and child’'s
attention to the book about a visit to a village and find
how the author said one could reach the sweet shop from
the farm. David and Mrs. Brown were soon busy with the
language of direction and Teresa moved on to Mary whose
mother was trying to help her make a finger puppet by

following the instructions printed in a book.
Each adult/child pair was busy about a specific task well
within the grasp of their combined skills, yet accurately

geared to the child’s immediate advancement in reading.
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Farents in such a class are neither being used as unpaid
auxiliaries nor usurping the professional role. They are
doing their own support task in harmony with their highly
skilled professional partner — and the child can only
benefit from this joint effort. This kind of work
demands much of a teacher. She has to understand the
reading task herself and be prepared to analyse each
child’s needs and build up a store of suitable material.
The question quickly arises, how is the teacher tao be
freed to work with a handful of parents and children even
for four half days like this? Will the teacher need
inservice support to develop her own appreciation of the
reading task? Who is going to amass all the material
which would be required? Our efforts raised all these

questions but we never reached any answers to them during

this Urban Aid phase.

Apart from such small exciting discoveries, work in these
two schools was a slow painful affair beset with doubts,

wrong turnings and downright failure. We were at the

very beginning of home-school 1link work which would
demythologize the classroom and allow the parents to work
meaningfully with their own children in curricular
matters. The possibility of educational partnership
and teachers which would allow their

between parents

human equality and their different strengths to come
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together for the benefit of the child was not even on the

horizon at this point.

As if our own unsureness was not a sufficient burden, we
had to work within a schaool atmosphere which ranged from
downright hostility at our inept intrusion, through
disapproval at our inability to know immediately how best
to share the curriculum with parents, to amazement that
we were trying to devise new tasks for teachers when they

had more than enough old tasks!

I worked in the background to support Alan and Teresa as
they grappled with this difficult pioneering role, 4and
apart from occasional formal meetings with the
headteachers and som= of their staff, I had very 1little
personal involvement in the schools. I could see no
likelihood of bringing them with us during this period of
their existence. Any real progress would have to await
/
different leadership and less trying conditions. Despite
the problems, Alan and Teresa turned out to have taken
the first small steps on a long road which was to lead,

by the Eighties, to a clear, meaningful and acceptable

pattern of curriculum sharing in the early stages of

school. But this was not at all obvious as we fretted
about our lack of progress in facilitating
parent/professional partnership in these schools.

Meanwhile the parents in their own community were
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striding forward to extend their informal educational

role with their children.
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CHAPTER S

NOTES

1 EM46 (July 1984&). ‘Partnership in Education’ was
set up in 1983 as a joint Strathclyde Region/van Leer
Foundation Project. In 1986 the Foundation agreed to a
second three vyear phase of funding to develop and

disseminate the work.

2 V3 (1975).
3 The schools included in the study at this point
followed the general research trend. A page in the

appendix (BM13 July 1977) shows 1.8. scores ranging from
below average to well above the norm. There is alsoc an
indication from the accompanying Edinburgh Reading Test

scores that attainment did not match I.0.

I am grateful to Eric Wilkinson, part-time director of
the Govan FProject and David Williamson, the Motre Dame
research assistant, whose evaluation studies provided

this information.
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4 Vil (1977).

S TOZF1 (11 May 1977). See alsoc BMO9.
6 BMO? (n.d.). A first attempt was made in 1977 to

begin to share with parents in a lighthearted way some
appreciation of the many small steps a child has to take
before arriving at sufficient visual descrimination to be
able to differentiate automatically between the different
letters of the alphabet. The development of this work
has remained an important foc