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Developing Notions of ‘self’ – a brief overview, the setting of parameters.


‘The word ethnography literally means ‘writing about people’’
Hustler (2005)
This is the starting point from which I consider how to write about the [young] people with whom I work.  The young people I am referring to have needs on the autistic spectrum.  These needs, as I will explore later, combine with the ethnographic foundation of my work to form a complex research design that will evolve as the partnership outlined in assignment 3 develops.
As with any research, understanding where you [the researcher] fits into the work is important, particularly so with ethnographic and pseudo-ethnographic methodologies.  Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) consider this problem as one of the main issues facing the ethnographic researcher:

‘A problem that the ethnographer often faces in such circumstances is deciding 


how much ‘self-disclosure’ is appropriate or fruitful.  It is hard to expect ‘honesty’

and ‘frankness’ on the part of participants and informants, while never being frank


and honest about oneself.’
Although this considers the notion of the researcher, my work requires a better understanding of the self, concerning the participants.  Before I can consider my position, influence, potential bias, I need to consider what makes oneself.  
During my recent work investigating the notions of ‘self’, specifically in relation to young people with autistic spectrum conditions, it is evident that many of these students experience a very different sense of themselves in relation to their immediate, and more generalised world, than students who do not have needs on the spectrum. 
Before I start to consider the notions of self from my research perspective, I will consider who I am and what makes myself?

I suppose I am trying to frame who I am; what makes my self.  This is not an easy question to answer.  William James suggested over 100 years ago that; ‘In its widest possible sense … a man’s Self is the sum total of all that he CAN call his, not only his body and his psychic powers, but his clothes and his house, his wife and children, his ancestors and friends, his reputation and works, his lands and horses, and yacht and bank-account …  If they wax and prosper, he feels triumphant; if the dwindle and die away, he feels cast down, - not necessarily in the same degree for each thing, but in much the same way for all.’
So, all the additional parts and influences on my life, to date, have helped create my self.  I am who I am through my external influences in addition to my internal psyche.  So many other people have made me who I am; have developed my self.

Jonathan Glover considers that the people we become depends partly on things outside ourselves, but is also a product of three internally generated processes
.  Glover considers the three processes as; the genetically programmed cycle of life; the unself-conscious process of living; and the process of deliberate self-creation.

Looking at each in turn; we can’t usually alter our ‘cycle of life’; we move through birth, early childhood, adolescence, through to middle-age and then the elderly decline towards ultimate death.  For some of us this journey is broken or disturbed, for example, the students with attachment difficulties I have worked with
, my close friend who lost his baby son at 18 months to meningitis, my uncle to committed suicide when I was in my teens, my Nain
 who died in a nursing home, after reverting back to speaking only welsh, after decades of speaking English as her first language.  All these sudden and sometimes brutal life-endings and disruptions have had a dramatic effect on many people’s lives.  And a ‘self-defining’ one on mine.
Often we fall into the life-process of ‘get a job’, ‘buy a house’, ‘get married’, ‘have children’, ‘live according to life’s rules’ etc.  Shaping the unself-conscious process of living; conforming and living out expectations.  Who sets this ‘frame-work’ for life?  Why do so many conform?  Do I?  We all conform to certain elements of the ‘life-process’; we have to in order to merely exist.  However ‘self-creation’ depends upon beliefs.  If we believe that this is the blueprint for life, we live it.  If we don’t we can find alternate pathways through our existence; sometimes living life ‘better’, sometimes ‘falling by the wayside’.

This third product; ‘self-creation’ is what really interests my, particularly in light of the research I am undertaking.  How many times as a child did mother, father, carer, brother, say ‘That’s not what you should be doing, you should do this….’ and other comments?  Depending upon the dominance of the family grouping, does everyone become a product of ‘self-creation’?  Different family groupings, many of our students on the autistic spectrum have single mother homes, create different individuals.
Hobson (2002) places a significant amount of importance on a sense of self that enables a child to see others being like themselves.  The notion of how we define ourselves is an interesting part of my research.  Before I can begin to explore and identify the needs of individual students, in order to construct the appropriate interventionist research strategies, I need to consider more closely the sense of self, in light of Hobson’s view of significance and in line with the participants in the research, the young people on the Autistic Spectrum.

I started thinking about existing research; ‘A recurrent theme that crops up in much of the research … is the notion that people with ASD
 experience a different sense of themselves in relation to the world’, Bowler (2007).  I knew this, but how could I get a true sense of the young people in my school, their perceptions and notions of self, in relation to the immediate and wider world?
I define myself as lazy, and not generally outgoing to people I 
haven’t met before. However, I am loyal to my friends, and I have 
been told I have a dry sense of humour, but I am not sure if 
that’s good or not.  I am a person who usually does not work 
hard, unless if there is something in it for me, something good.
If I get interested in something (e.g. a game, film etc.) I will 
find out everything I can about it.

This is the first piece of writing a young man, Stephen
, in year 8 produced when asked to define himself.  Following a semi-structured series of prompts, developed from Jonathan Glover’s book ‘I: the philosophy and psychology of personal identity’, he wrote down his thoughts on his position in the world and his own sense of self.
The writing portrays a very honest account.  A real sense of value and humanity.  There is also a clear view that work and activities undertaken are for personal gain, first and foremost.  

It is interesting for me to be able to gain these insights as a primary source: directly from the young people themselves.  When considering methodological issues surrounding this different group of young people they provide challenges in gaining those insights.
This young man is a high functioning 13 year old boy on the autistic spectrum.  Gaining these insights, whilst still needing due consideration of ethical issues, is different to, gaining the nature of self-concept from non-verbal students or young people with Down syndrome, for example.  
Begley (2000), writing in ‘Researching Children’s Perspectives’, considers the ideas around gaining first-hand information on self-perception for young people with Down Syndrome.  Begley notes that ‘if our aim is to understand how children feel about themselves, the researcher should gather views directly from the children’.
All young people, irrespective of communication barriers or specific impairment, should be included; a philosophy established well within my school setting and stemming from the original movement on inclusion, the Salamanca Statement (1994). 
This brings my thoughts back to the start – ethnography, writing about people; or in this case young people with autistic spectrum conditions writing about themselves, as they perceive their self.

My personal perspective on the world; well it’s fairly cynical. 
There isn’t much good in the world. Too much fighting and 
stuff. But then again, life would be boring if there wasn’t any
conflict, I suppose.

Stephen continues; considering his views on the wider world.  His fascination with modern political stances and violent computer games has formed a ‘cynical’ perspective, one borne out of growing up in the culture of 9/11 and general political unrest.  Access to news images and reports do frame views of young peoples today, but do young people with autistic spectrum conditions have a different perspective?

As my research develops I will consider the impact of the modern media and the computer-game culture of modern adolescence and it’s impact on the developing individuals with ASC.  As I explore further the notions of self and the student’s perceptions, other influences will start to frame these views.
These theories of self and attempts to tease out ideals and methodology brings me to Slavoj Žižek; Slovenian Marxist philosopher and cultural critic.  His ideas and writings brought to me through weekend sessions at university, to consider the modern philosophers and their thoughts in modern society.  During study weekends at university I was first introduced to Žižek.  Other philosophers, Foucault, Derrida, and Lacan et al were very difficult to read and understand.  I was immediately struck by the manner by which I could read Žižek’s writing.  Why?  Well I think my own interest in who we are and how society frames our development was really captivated in Violence (2008).  The writing drew me through the critical analysis of the world and empowered me to see things in a more critical light.  Žižek’s influence on my work will become more evident as my writing develops.
Stephen’s thoughts are framed by events identified as 9/11 and as a result of it.  Žižek, in his book Violence (2008) considers how the American nation used events up to and after 9/11 as justification for ‘aggressive military expansionism’:  

‘…now that we are also victims, we can defend ourselves and strike back.’
As I read more I started to see clear links between this modern philosopher and work I was developing in defining self, not only my personal self, but also the self(s) being defined by the young people with whom I was working.

My perspective on other people; a lot of people are ignorant and 
won’t accept some things that they don’t like or can’t understand. 
Some people are not complete retards
 and are kind.

Stephen’s perceptive view of others shows a high level of thinking; a philosophical stance of his own.  The political and world-view that Stephen illustrates seems to echo of the work of Žižek.  

‘All three main agents of the War on Terror (the US after 9/11, Israel, the


Arabs) see themselves as victims and use their victimhood to legitimise their


expansionist politics.’

The ignorance of the world seems to allow this ‘legitimisation’ of terror and violence.  As my work with Stephen progressed, we [Stephen and myself] thought that writing a diary would allow us a focus for our work.  Stephen also considered different countries; the section on America seems poignant:
America: They are fairly new as a superpower, with the British
Empire lasting around 400 years or so. They don’t know much 
about the world around them though, and often result in stereotypes when talking about other counties. Though on’ youtube’ they
often like to boast how they won the battle against us ‘redcoats’,
and how we could never have won without the help of America 
in WWI and WWII. Yeah, pull the other one! In WWI, the Yanks 
only joined the year before the war ended, and by then the central powers were already beginning to lose. Then in WWII, they joined 
about three years in, in 1942.

Another problem I have with them is their endless patriotism. They 
need a break. And in every single WWII game (and there are loads)
they always put in the battle of the bulge, Midway, etc. What ever happened to Dunkirk? Or Normandy? Oy vey.

Although a more historical account of America, Stephen draws on his experiences, how his self has developed.  From the news, history lessons [and History Channel] and computer games; ‘and there are loads’.
My personal perspective on the world; well it’s fairly cynical. There 
isn’t much good in the world. Too much fighting and stuff. But then
again, life would be boring if there wasn’t any conflict, I suppose.

Considering again Stephen’s view on conflict, in light of his perceptions regarding America; we see some interesting links with Žižek’s work:

‘In his reaction to [the] photos showing Iraqi prisoners tortured and 


humiliated by US soldier, made public at the end of April 2004, George

Bush, as expected, emphasised how the deeds of the soldiers were


isolated crimes which do not reflect what America stands and fights

for – the values of democracy, freedom and personal dignity.  And, 


effectively, the very fact that the case turned into a public scandal which

put the US administration in a defensive position was in itself a positive

sign.  In a really ‘totalitarian’ regime, the case would simply have been


hushed up.’

Whilst clearly different accounts and writings, Stephen and Žižek have perceptive views, analytical minds.  Within the scope of this writing the congruence between Stephen and Slavoj Žižek cannot be explored in the depth that I desire.  As my research develops and I explore further notions of the self and identity for young people on the autistic spectrum, this apparent coherence will be analysed more closely.  This link considered in relation to the innovative development of specialist services supporting the mainstream
, will extend my work and look at the impact of the provision as it evolves.  I will explore in more depth the views and perceptions of young people, in line with modern ‘expectations’ and perceptions.
The apparent conflicting influences of modern society, the political [and military] campaigns in the worlds and the rules by which all schools operate, causes a conflicting series of stimuli for young people.  Compounded with their needs on the autistic spectrum how do we [society] expect young people to ‘perform’?  Can we encourage personal individuality and identity; specifically in light of the associated communication and interaction needs of young people with ASC?
When I think about where my interest in the self and who we are started, I remember Robert Louis Stevenson’s ‘Strange Case of Dr  Jekyll and Mr Hyde’ (1886).  The conflict of dual personalities; an intelligent physician and a psychopathic monster; developed from Stevenson’s own struggles and ‘dreams’.  This personal journey is an interesting one, unfortunately out of the scope of this writing.  However as my methodology develops and the research into individuals, with and without needs on the autistic spectrum, and the impact of the provision for these young people within a mainstream school setting, I will explore this developed sense of who we are in more depth.
Issues surrounding my research, as a practitioner.
There are always areas of concern when researching with children and young people.  Additional concerns also surround the involvement of me, as researcher and participant.

‘The researcher owns up to his or her perspective on the study and may even


track its evolution by keeping a critical reflective journal on the entire research


process and the particular role of the researcher.’


Janesick (2000), p 385

Whilst forward thinking and considering the development of the partnership with the Local Authority and the specialist provision for young people on the autistic spectrum, I considered this very point.  As a result, the specialist teacher attached to the school for two and a half days per week, one of the two specialist Teaching Assistants and I, have all kept written diaries during the calendar year.  I was deliberately not prescriptive with regard to the method of ‘diary entry’; indeed the more ‘individual’ the entry the more powerful it would prove.
Etherington (2004) considers the notions of ‘competing narratives’; and how often such narratives have no apparent ‘common ground’.  Whilst Etherington’s work looked at the ‘narrative of guilt’ in opposition to a ‘narrative of innocence’, which is not necessarily the case with my work, it does however, highlight the need to think carefully about the analysis of the different discourses presented through the research process.
The ‘narratives’ of the people who are influencing this work; participants, researcher, professionals [dialogue and through their diary entries] and other stakeholders, the Local Authority, parents/carers and other staff and students at the school itself, form a key base of data.  This raw data, some written some spoken and some from writings of individuals, like Stephen’s above, form the basis from which the analysis starts.
This developing methodology; trying to establish ‘equal-weight’ between often marginalised voices [those of the young people with specific needs] and the more usual research discourses [professionals, experts etc…], is a key element to the research design and one that echoes the postmodernist view, that as Etherington sums up; ‘contributes to a greater recognition of the importance of the relationship between the storyteller and the listener’.
Trying to define discourse and understand how to analyse language has been a difficult journey for me.  During the completion of the MA, research methods offered a steep learning curve.  As with many researchers; their word is a journey.  My journey has been one of discovery and passion; a combining of my passion fro inclusive education and equality, balanced with the discovery of how to research and analyse the impact.  Trying to understand language and use participant’s views is an area that I am continuing to develop. 
It is difficult to give a single definition of Critical or Discourse Analysis as a research method.  Discourse analysis is considered more of an approach to and a method of thinking about a problem.  Discourse or critical analysis always remains a matter of interpretation.  Sapsford and Abbott (1996) refer to discourse as ‘a general framework or perspective within which ideas are formulated’.  
Critical research is often considered as a historical and ideological process (Hammersley, 1993).  It is important however, to understand that my research is embodied with a developing and revolutionary approach to supporting young people with needs on the autistic spectrum in mainstream educational settings.  There is little historical about the new approach.  It is therefore important for me to develop further ideas surrounding how discourse is central to the development of the provision.  
The notion of discourse, narrative and analysis for the spoken and written word form a key part of the developing research design.  Within the scope of this writing initial ideas and thoughts are being considered; a full analysis and critical review of literature sources and methodologies is developing in response to the questions raised as the research design develops.
Developing and defining research strategy.

As identified earlier in this piece of writing (‘issues surrounding my research, as a practitioner’), the developing research strategy centres on the young people, professionals and the views that they have regarding the partnership, both through written and spoken word.
Edwards and Potter (1993) consider that the analysis of such writing and speaking as constituting a kind of psychological ‘natural history’.  As I develop my strategy I am starting to form my own ‘history’; both in the reality of the developing provision and through the views of all the participants. 
Discourses are often formed around existing areas of knowledge: Foucault considers the notions of order and difference; who can and can’t speak; how the language of the specific areas of knowledge is arranged and structured?   
Foucault considered three rules of discourse:
1. Surfaces of emergence: social and cultural areas through which

discourse appears, e.g. the family, work group or religious community.

2. Authorities of delimitation: institutions with knowledge and authority,
like the law or the medical profession.
3. Grids of specification: a system by which different kinds of madness, 

say, can be related to each other in psychiatric discourse. 
All ‘history is a document of the past – the traces it leaves in our present through books, accounts, acts, buildings, customs’.
Adapted from ‘Introducing Foucault’, Horrocks C. &  Jevtic, Z, (2005)
The narratives I will be analysing will not merely form historical documents and be written up as a research study for binding and award; my work will be an ongoing ‘live dialogue’ and analysis between all the stakeholders.

The development of my research proposal and subsequent methodologies, the notions of how discourses are central to the research form a major part of the journey.  The testing and exploring of ideas in this short essay highlight the initial thoughts regarding the process and the identification of different narratives and opposing discourses which will be analysed by looking at the different perspectives of the participant’s diary entries.
Do I, from the school perspective, view things differently to those from the service-view, the specialist teacher and assistant?  Instantly I am drawn back to two of Foucault’s three rules; the discourse of the families involved in the partnership – surfaces of emergence; the discourse of our institutions and my authority – authorities of delimitation.
As I start to test ideas relating to the analysis of discourses associated with the development of the partnership, I consider the precise nature of my research as a participant, in contrast to definitions of action research.  This is summarised by Hammersley (1993):

‘The rigour of action research does not derive from the use of particular 
techniques of observation or analysis (for example measuring instruments 
or statistical analyses) or the use of particular metatechniques (for example, 

techniques for establishing the reliability or validity of measures, or for 

ascertaining the power of tests).  Rigour derives from the logical, empirical 

and political coherence of interpretations in the reconstructive moments 

of the self-reflective spiral (observing and reflecting) and the logical, 

empirical, and political coherence of justifications of proposed action in 

its constructive or prospective moments (planning and acting).
Hammersley also notes that action research is not merely using a set of prescribed research techniques; indeed its research strategy develops as the research grows.  Whilst my ‘pseudo-ethnographic’ research style, developed in the previous assignment, shares elements of the definition above, it does not prescribe to ‘directly change people’s behaviour’ or intervene in some sort of ‘medical-discourse’.  I am not trying to ‘fix’, or develop a product for including young people with autistic spectrum needs within the mainstream setting; I am researching a developing project to analyse and consider the benefits for the participants.  
In relation to this Etherington (2004) considers ‘…an erosion of the idea of a firm sense of self, a falling away of traditional values, and a loss of confidence in what have been called ‘the grand narratives of the past’ and the belief that those in power will lead us towards a better future’ as part of the characterisation of post-modernism.  
The development of this research strategy will continue to evolve as the research develop, linking back to the initial notions of self, and the ‘identity’ we as ‘professionals’ and the young people as ‘students with needs on the autistic spectrum in modern society’, inform us through narrative and discourse.
The loop of development starts to form; from notions of self, through to developing methodology; the ideas of a developing ‘pseudo-ethnographic’ model of enquiry; through to the development of ‘new narratives’ and modern discourse, developed by the participants and partners in a revolutionary partnership.  This work aims to support young people on the autistic spectrum and developing reflective models of support; moving away from the medical-model of disability and ‘fix-it discourse’ of the past and into a modern, developing dialogue between all the stakeholders.
It is also important at this developmental stage to consider how any research claims are made and to consider the manner in which they inform practice after the research has been completed.

I have always considered my view on my own work as credible; from a professional sense.  This is as a result of being six years in my job and having a ‘track record’ or improvement and quality.  This research however, extends my work into new areas of academic rigour that are developing all the time.  I do not hold the same creditability within the research sector as I do within my professional arena.  
Etherington (2004) considered this point as she looked back on her PhD:


‘I feel able to state my views more strongly without apologising for them once


I had the creditability afforded me by having a doctorate.’

It is difficult to make ‘significant’ judgements without the backing of historical rigour; but we can all offer something to the research: particularly in my case; the students with ASC, the parents/carers, the professionals, myself etc…
My journey will look at these view points, in conjunction with external verification of the provision to see if the young people with needs on the autistic spectrum really are included.  Are we truly ‘creating specialists within the mainstream’?
Issues with regard to my own professional stance and institutional constraints.
Ethical considerations are significant; from the involvement of young people with in the research to analysing the involvement of young people with specific needs on the autistic spectrum.

‘All social research involves ethical issues.  This is because the research


involves collecting data from people, and about people.’

Punch (1998), p281

It is important that I have a good understanding of the potential ethical considerations with regard to my proposed research; Piper and Simons argue that ethical practice is defined as ‘doing no harm’, however they clarify that their own perspective is that good ethical practice should ‘aspire to do good’, and therefore be of benefit to the area of research that the work examines and the participants themselves.

It is important, in line with my own views on inclusion [see ‘The Salamanca Statement], that the participants of the research are not only key stakeholders in the work but also benefit directly from the research itself.
In order to do this the ethical considerations need to form a central theme for the research proposal.  Central to this stance is the fact that all the participants feel at ease and are fully informed with regard to their involvement and the expectations of their involvement.  
Developing and maintaining the relationship between myself, as researcher and the young people as the subjects and controlling the power balance between the two, form an area of ethical concern in relation to this research.  Alderson (2004) considers this balance as a problem of conflicting opposites, trying to ‘balance’ between encouraging children’s’ participation and protecting children by excluding them from the research.

Whilst ‘informed consent’ would appear to legitimise the issues, often participants are merely required to read and sign a consent form.  However in working with young people who are under sixteen years of age, and who have additional needs on the autistic spectrum, the parents and carers will be required to provide consent for this research, in addition to the child themselves.  
Ironically, even though the Code of Practice (DfES. 2001) promotes the rights of young people to express their own views; in direct contradiction to that the Education Act (1996) and the Special Educational Needs and Disability Tribunal (SENDIST) regulations; which indicate that it is the parent or carer who has the right of appeal and not the child themselves.  This legal confusion ensures that I seek parental authority prior to interviewing students for the research.

There has been and continues to be a lengthy debate as to how straightforward ‘informed consent’ can be; consider Lindsey (1984) for example.  The arbitrary age for consent may be seen as sixteen, however it could be considered that the additional needs of the young people involved in the research; specifically with regard to their needs on the autistic spectrum, render this bench-mark un-ethical.  As the majority of the participants will be under sixteen, the dilemma is reduced as parent/carer consent will be sought.  It is important however, to have a transparency to the research design and eventual reporting.  Therefore enabling the participants’ true benefit from the research, as Piper and Simons consider ‘good’ ethical practice.
I have already considered my professional position in previous writing, however as the school develops under a new Headteacher, my own position within that hierarchy alters and evolves.
Irrespective of my own position within the school [and wider Local Authority context], the views of the young people forms a key stone for this work.  There is evidence that young people with specific needs can give reliable and valid insights (Wade and Moore, 1993).  My research will consider their individual views carefully through their written and spoken word.  Analysing the language of their inclusion, considering the impact of the provision from the partnership on their education, their lives, and their life chances.
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� Jonathan Glover (1988), ‘I: the philosophy and psychology of personal identity’.


� Attachment Disorder, as defined by John Bowlby – see � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Bowlby" ��http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Bowlby� .


� Welsh for grandmother – my Welsh mother’s mother.


� ASD – Autistic Spectrum Disorders, has recently been amended and new is termed ASC – Autistic Spectrum Conditions, as the change is still in process, depending upon when the terms were used initially both are referred to in this writing. 


� Stephen is a pseudonym 


� I abhor this word, Stephen and myself have had many conversations as to the reasons why.  It is left in to provide accuracy and to allow un-altered testimony.  


� See Developing ASC Provision - Creating specialists within the mainstream,  A paper analysing the initial provision and the developing partnership, January 2008
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