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Abstract

.... the frank concession is that we live in troubled times, yet we are enabled
with a sobering belief that a better way does exist (Rexhepi and Torres, 2011,
p.683).

Schools in England are in a constant state of change. This research is about change
in one secondary school in particular. It is an investigation into what young people
think and feel about the changes in their school as it moves towards closure in 2016
and the effects of this impending closure on their education. The research draws on
the critical paradigm which examines the structure of education in England
specifically at the secondary level of schooling, and how, in a bid to raise standards,
these changes sometimes leave young people feeling anxious, disappointed and
worried about their education and their future. The research recognises young
people as individuals in their own right, deserving of spaces for their voices to be
heard during times of change. The research champions ‘voices’ over ‘voice’ in
recognition that young people experience change in different ways, and this should

not be lumped together as ‘student/pupil voice’.

Data gathering involved collaborating with ten young people from St Luke’s Church
of England High School over 15 months, from April 2014 through to July 2015,
through open-ended, group and individual interviews, surveys and observation,
whilst scrutinizing progress and achievement data from 2011/2012 when they were

in Year 7, until 2014/2015 (Year 10).

Data analysis and presentation are guided by the interpretative framework of
Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) Three-Dimensional Narrative Inquiry Space,
grouping themes and sub-themes to form 10 stories. The research concludes that

the phased closure of St Luke’s had a profound impact on each of the young people.



The phased closure proved challenging for all the participants in different ways and
could, at some point, impact negatively on all their future aspirations. The main
conclusion of the research study is that subject options were being reduced and thus
the young people’s life chances were being curtailed in ways that they did not

anticipate.



Chapter 1 Background and Purpose of the Study

Introduction to the research study

Human beings are storying beings. We make sense of our lives and the things
that happen to us through narratives which provide links, connections and

coherence in ways that we find meaningful (Wellington, et al., 2011, p.19).

This critical ethnographic research study defends the importance and value of
listening to the individual voices of young people in their school at all times, but
especially when their school is facing change such as a phased closure over four
years. | agree with Gersch et al (1996, cited In Davie, Upton and Varma, p.27) that
“there has been a growing interest in and acceptance of the value of increasing the
active participation of children in decisions made about them and their school life”. It
is also often true, however, that “claims to children’s participation are strong on
rhetoric but weak in reality” (Hallett and Prout, 2003, p.2). The research, therefore,
examines the wider education sector in England and structures in an urban
secondary school that give rise to young people being alienated during a time of

change.

The research also engages with what Anderson (1989, p.253) describes as ‘analytic
categories’ because it is true that, “holistic theory provides schema for action and
social change that address the entire nexus of relevant issues and problems” (Anyon
et al, 2009, p.15). For the purpose of this research, some of these are ‘education’,
‘schooling’, ‘school closures’, ‘power’ and ‘voice’, amongst others. Anderson
explained that “analytic categories [that are] not viewed holistically become
ideological in that they lead to the reproduction of a particular set of social

relationships” (1989, p.253). The aim of this research is not to reproduce this set of



relationships but to challenge them, using the perspectives of students as

participants in the processes of change.

The research study is also what Bold (2012, p.10) calls “a personal narrative” of my
professional experiences as a secondary school teacher, which served to heighten
my interest in young people, their ‘voices’, schooling and how the decisions taken in
schools, by professionals and external bodies affect them. My personal motivation
for engaging in this research study stems from a strongly held belief that young
people should be guided and supported through journeys of change in their school.
In order to do that, young people should be consulted on matters that affect them,
and their views should be taken into account, as a matter of principle (Whitty and
Wisby, 2007, p.308). Having a ‘voice’, therefore signals “having a legitimate
perspective and opinion, being present and taking part, and/or having an active role”
(Cook-Sather, 2006, p.362) throughout the journey of change leading up to the

closure of their school in 2016.

Flutter and Ruddock (2004, p.135) are right in their assessment that “the pupil voice
movement represents a new departure because it is based on the premise that
schools should reflect the democratic structures in society at large”. This research
will celebrate the advances made, both in research and practice, for the participation
and engagement of young people as a starting point. What | am advocating,
however, is a paradigm shift, in that | believe ‘voices’ entail much more than a simple
reflection of the democratic structures in our society. Although there is
acknowledgement of these structures in the pupil voice movement, in practice,
“shaping children as the future labour force is seen as an increasingly important

option” (Prout, 2003, p.17) and this continues to cause me some unease. The two
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polemics present a dichotomy and will need to be more thoroughly explored and
understood in order to make the case for change. It will be interesting to know what
the young people think, and how they are feeling, about the changes in their closing

school in light of this assessment.

Context

According to Ball, Maguire and Braun, “only recently has there been a greater
concern with examining the interplay of organisational practices with contextual
variables” (2012, p.20). They go on to assert that context is, and ought to be, viewed
as an “active’ force, it is not just a backdrop against which schools have to operate”
(Ball et al., 2012, p.24). Context is also essential if one looks closely at the policy
directives that a school might embark on, during a closure for example and, as Rizvi
and Lingard remind us, like schools, “policies exist in context: they have a prior

history, linked to earlier policies, particular individuals and agencies” (2010, p.15).

The story/history and the sociology of St Luke’s are therefore important in adding
ecological validity and context to the research process. Both are also explored in
cathartic ways for me as the researcher, also experiencing change. Like Bathgate
(2006, p.7), who researched the closure of her school, | will “avoid the politicisation
of the study” and like Bathgate’s research, this research study “does not challenge
the decision-making process which led to the closure of the school nor does it
concentrate on the process of closure itself ....” Both of these issues, however, form
part of the social and political underpinnings of St Luke’s leading up to where it is
today. It is within this context, therefore, that a brief history of St Luke’s is

constructed.

11



A brief history of St Luke’s

St Luke’s is an urban Voluntary Aided Church of England high school, which was
located on two sites within walking distance of each other prior to August 2013, when
it became a single site school as part of a phased closure in 2016. The school is
over 300 years old and is like many Church of England schools in having “deep roots
in our education system” (Green, 1983, p.3). St Luke’s was one of the first schools
established by the Church of England to educate the children of the poor in maths,
reading and the Bible. The school pre-dates state involvement in the mass education

of children, which came in the late 1800s.

For years, the school stood as a beacon of good education and charitable
involvement in the local community. It was one of the preferred schools for faith-
based education in the area and was popular with parents from all faiths and non-
religious parents. A poor Ofsted report in 2004, however, judged the school as failing
in all areas and the school was immediately placed in Special Measures. An
increasingly negative reputation in the community led to year-on-year decreases in
admission, even after the school came out of Special Measures in 2006. In-year
admissions held steady throughout this period as new arrivals joined the school from

the Middle East, Eastern Europe and Africa.

A small number of the young people from St Luke’s struggled to exist harmoniously,
both with each other and with young people from nearby schools, which led to
frequent arguments and physical fights on the roads in close vicinity of the school.
These incidents did not provide a favourable image of the school in the local
community. During conversations with staff, | found that the majority believed that St
Luke’s had been dealt with unfairly over the years by the borough’s in year Fair
Access Panel (responsible for placing challenging young people in schools across

12



the borough). They were convinced that the panel had placed disproportionately
large numbers of the most challenging young people at St Luke’s. They felt that
sometimes these young people came with challenges that the school was simply
unable to address and these were the very students who were most frequently
embroiled in quarrels and fights in and outside of the school. They believed that St
Luke’s, represented by the head teacher at these meetings, was unable to challenge
the decisions of the borough’s in year Fair Access Panel. Another possibility was that
other schools in the borough, some amongst the highest performing in the country,

were able to steer the more challenging young people in the direction of St Luke’s.

In spite of the difficulties, | believe that teachers and students worked zealously to
regain favour in the local community. Some of us made bi-weekly visits to local
primary schools to teach Mathematics and PE lessons and to conduct assemblies.
On many occasions St Luke’s provided transport for children (in years 5 and 6) from
the local primary schools to conferences, concerts, drop-ins and lessons in History
held at the school. From time to time parents from the primary schools visited St
Luke’s and they seemed impressed with the work that was being done by staff and

students.

In 2008, St Luke’s was successful in its bid to become a Humanities Specialist
College with specialisms in History, RE and English. | wrote the RE section of the bid
and | was excited for the young people, as this extra funding could have helped to
improve the school. The status and added funding enabled the subject leaders of the
specialisms to stage larger conferences for the young people at St Luke’s and also
for students from the local primary schools. We were able to purchase additional
resources for groups of vulnerable students, such as the early learners of English,

and the gifted and talented students. The RE department forged links with a Berlin
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school for cultural exchange and from 2007 — 2011 young people from both schools
visited each other. Subject leaders within the Specialism also led pedagogical
Continuous Professional Developments (CPDs) in Literacy and Behaviour for
Learning for the whole school. Lesson observations showed advancements in
teaching and learning, with exam results improving year on year. Student surveys
revealed that the young people enjoyed school, liked their lessons and overall were
happy at St Luke’s. Although these developments were very encouraging, staff often
expressed exasperation at the fact the sterling efforts and achievements of the

young people of St Luke’s were going unnoticed in the wider community.

The school was earmarked for funding from the Building Schools for the Future
(BSF) programme, set up under the Labour Government. BSF was a “state-funded
infrastructure development programme” according to Ball (2007, p.48). He quoted
the then Partnership for Schools (PfS) website as saying that the BSF programme
was intended to “rebuild or renew facilities for all secondary pupils in England within
10-15 years from 2005-6” (Ball 2007, p.48). It was anticipated that BSF funding
would transform the appearance and facilities of the school and would subsequently
lead to the school becoming a popular choice again. Due to the change in the
government administration in 2010, however, the Building Schools for the Future
programme was rescinded by the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition. This was
a setback for St Luke’s because the school was scheduled for works towards the
end of the BSF programme. Indeed, by this time most of the other schools in the
borough had already been modernised. It was widely expressed by staff in the
school that this was a notable contributory factor for St Luke’s gradual loss of

popularity with parents over the years.
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Staff regularly voiced their concerns that St Luke’s was in difficulty. Nevertheless, the
commonly held views expressed in the staffroom were that, despite the set-backs,
the school could be salvaged and regain its former high status in the community. The
Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government had continued the Labour
Government’s policy of academies and the re-branding of what it considered to be
‘failing schools’. St Luke’s did not feel like a failing school to me, but when | talked to
staff, including those who strongly opposed the academies programme for ‘failing
schools’, they were generally favourable to considering this option if it was to prove

necessary to save St Luke’s.

Amongst staff there seemed a willingness to do whatever it took to save the school.
GCSE results were improving year on year, in excess of 50% of students were
gaining A*-C grades, whilst many sixth form students had been accepted to study at
Russell Group Universities in England. St Luke’s became part of a three school
consortium, in which sixth form students travelled between schools for expert
teaching in particular subjects at AS and A2 levels. The school entered and won the
Mathematics Challenge in the borough (2009); year on year students made it to the
top, or at least the top 3, position of the borough’s Speak Out Challenge; students
volunteered weekly at the local home for the elderly; the boys were football
champions in the borough; the gifted and talented students taught Mathematics and
PE in two local primary schools and this same group of students were fast-tracked
and were doing AS studies in both Mathematics and English (2012). Some of the
staff at St Luke’s felt that these successes needed to be broadcasted. They held the
opinion that this was a means of regaining the approval of parents and young
children in the local area. Over time, however, staff could be heard lamenting how

they felt more and more side-lined and excluded from decision-making by the Senior
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Leadership Team and the governors. In the staffroom, some staff complained to
each other that the school created very few outlets for engagement about the issues
that were important to them. Others concluded that the absence of a union

representative made them powerless to help the school to improve.

Amongst themselves, other staff expressed the necessity of rebranding the school to
improve its image in the local community. Some also called for a revamping of the
school’s ‘Behaviour for Learning’ policy, which they believed to be the main reason
the school was not favoured by primary school parents and children. Staff felt that
this policy, more than any other, suffered from a lack of clarity and was reactive as
opposed to proactive. Essentially, it was euphemistic when it needed to be forthright.
Certain members of staff told me that they did not feel empowered to enforce the
sanctions written within the policy document, because often sanctions were either
adulterated or not followed through by senior staff once they were brought to their

attention.

Whilst out on break-duty in the playground, many staff sympathised with the local
residents who complained about poor and destructive behaviour by pupils at St
Luke’s. We witnessed first-hand such damaging actions by a minority of our
students. Members of the community felt that their complaints and concerns about
some students at St Luke’s were never taken seriously. Despite all these problems,
staff members were still hopeful that, with the backing of the diocesan board of
schools, the local authority, the school governors and the head teacher, the school
could be turned around and become one of the most successful schools in the

country, as it was already an established school in the community.
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| recall the head teacher informing staff that birth rates had been high and the
projection across the borough indicated that St Luke’s would be needed in the years
to come. The school, however, had become undersubscribed. In 2011, less than 60
children sought a place in Year 7, which left 54% of Year 7 places vacant. To further
exacerbate matters, over a third of these applicants had St Luke’s as their second or

third choice of secondary school.

It was a shock to many of us when, in February 2012, all stakeholders were informed
of the intended closure of the school in August 2016. Stakeholders were told that St

Luke’s would not:

e admit Year 7 cohorts from September 2012
e remain on two sites from September 2013

e admit a Year 12 cohort from September 2015.

In the staffroom, some staff questioned the integrity of the local authority in awarding
St Luke’s ‘The Most Improved School’ in the borough only a few months before
voting unanimously with the diocese, the school governors and the head teacher to
close the school. Staff pointed to Ofsted’s 2009 recognition of improvements in
significant areas of the school, where they had noted students making good progress
in the majority of lessons that they had seen during the inspection. In the photocopier
room | overheard one staff member telling another that if St Luke’s had the full
support of the school governors, the diocesan board of schools and the local

authority, the school would not close.

Others openly declared that the decision to close the school was proof of collusion

between the school governors, the diocese and the local authority to take what they
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saw as ‘the easy way out’. This, they believed, was after months and even years of
hard work by staff and students to make St Luke’s a success again. The head
teacher attempted to dispel all talk of collusion by explaining to staff that the school
had long had a poor reputation in the local area, was undersubscribed and was now
considered unviable. In response to what the head teacher said, one staff member
told me that St Luke’s had suffered the calamitousness of having decisions about the
school made by two bodies who were never in synchrony, apart from this one time
when they took the decision to close the school. These two bodies were the local

authority and the diocese.

According to the head teacher, ‘a big idea’ was needed to ensure the presence of
Christian education in the community. The ‘big idea’ was to support the expansion of
the local Church of England primary school to create a new all-through (4 — 18
years) school. The policy direction taken by the diocesan board was that although
there would be gap of two years (from 2012 to 2014), they would now be supporting
the presence of an all-through school. This, they claimed, would restore the
denominational option in this part of the borough at the secondary level from 2014
onwards. One colleague sought me out to say, “Ms G, [short for Miss Gordon, my
maiden name] it wasn’t even that they decided to close the school. They’re closing
the school to open a new one which suggests there’s something wrong with us,

that’s why people are angry”.

At first staff were told that there would be opportunities for collaboration between St
Luke’s and the primary school to help aid the transition from a primary to an all-
through school. Staff understood this announcement to mean that their expertise
would form part of the transition from St Luke’s to the new all-through school. They

also assumed that because of this intimate involvement, their jobs would be safe.
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They anticipated a merger of the primary school and St Luke’s, especially because
St Luke’s formed part of the name of the new all-through school. Staff soon learnt,
however, that the expansion of the primary school was to have no affiliation with St
Luke’s. The new all-through school was to be an entity all on its own, independent of
St Luke’s. This meant that there would be job losses and redundancies for both
teaching and administrative staff as the school gradually reduced in size from 2012-
2016. On occasion | would be stopped in the car park and told, “This is just the
ultimate act of betrayal”, or asked “How did we even get to this point?”; “Is this really

a Christian school?”

The young people at St Luke’s were promised the highest standard of education in
2012. There was also a commitment to parents that the school would continue to
provide a broad curriculum appropriate to the needs of all students. It was becoming
more apparent, however, that keeping the finances in order was the overarching
determination of the leaders of the school. | have been told on more than one
occasion, “We have to operate within budget”. With two years still to go before
closure, and as Year 9 students prepared to begin their KS4 studies, several
subjects were removed from the options and were not taught from September 2014.
Students had, however, already made their option choices in the early spring of 2014
when this was announced. The subjects removed included Design and Technology
(Clothing and Textiles and Resistant Materials), Health and Social Care, Travel and

Tourism, and ICT.

After much protestation by some students who felt they were being cajoled into
changing their options, teachers were sourced for Food Technology, Art and

Geography. Renegotiation with the music teacher, who received a redundancy letter
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on the evening of the spring concert, resulted in a one year part-time contract from
September 2014 — April 2015. The question has to be asked: Is this reduced
curriculum offering the highest standard of education for the young people? My
hypothesis is that with a reduced curriculum and other changes not fully explained to
the young people, they will feel and believe that their schooling and education are
being compromised. If the metaphor used by Rexhepi and Torres (2011, p.681) is
correct, then it is only by “peeling away” the “well-manicured facades of modern
society, [that] we can decipher levels of oppression and inequality that fail to mesh”
with the rest of society. Examining the structures at St Luke’s will serve to explain

and clarify the thoughts and feelings of the young people.

How their experiences became my own

My school has become a rich site for research at this changing time. This study
could have focused on teachers’ responsiveness to the decision to close St Luke’s,
the systems in place to support non-specialist teaching until 2016, policy levers and
drivers in the decision to close the school, or the closure of St Luke’s as part of the
global processes that are transforming education around the world in what Rizvi and
Lingard term, “a range of complicated, complex, commensurate and contradictory
ways” (2010, p.3). Indeed, these various research possibilities all suit my interest in
critical research. Despite this, | hold a keener interest in the consumers of education,
the young people at St Luke’s, and their views will form the basis of this critical

research.

Since the decision was taken to close the school in 2012, for current staff at St
Luke’s, the mantra ‘it's business as usual’ still remains and was perpetuated through
emails and staff meetings from the senior leadership team. Staff members, like

myself, have therefore taken a cautionary line, refraining from engaging with the
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young people about the changes in our school. In fact, we would not be
disingenuous if we said we did not know what the future holds for St Luke’s leading
up to the closure. Conversations about the closure, however, always make their way
into the staffroom. Some staff are adamant that St Luke’s will close before the
summer of 2016, whilst others, including myself, point to the legal obligation the

school is under to see the young people through to August 2016.

So far there has been little or no engagement with the young people about the
phased closure of our school, nor has there been any meaningful suggestion that the
young people will be involved in this process. | firmly believe that this is wrong. As a
consequence, very little is known about the young peoples’ perspectives and the
effect(s) (if any) that this decision, and the subsequent changes, might be having on
them. These changes include a move to one site, the absence of established
teachers, a reduction in GCSE subject options, change in peer groupings and play
spaces that are now shared spaces. This study seeks to explore what effect issues
such as the continued disruption of peer groups, friendships and relationships with

staff are having on the young people.

My decision to remain at St Luke’s

| still believe in St Luke’s, but more importantly, | believe in the young people at St
Luke’s. | do understand why many staff members have made the difficult decision to
leave, but | feel a moral obligation to see each child through to their GCSEs. Many
parents who are familiar with the English education system have either been
successful at moving their children to a different school or are in the process of doing
so. | feel | need to remain at St Luke’s for those young people, mostly of non-English

speaking immigrant parents, who are simply overjoyed that their children are safe
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and are in school. | believe that by remaining at St Luke’s, | can add to the wellbeing,

happiness and academic success of the young people.

On several occasions some of the young people have asked me, with worrying looks
on their faces, “Miss, are you leaving too?” | have given them my word that | will
remain for as long as is possible, but that the choice to remain a teacher at St Luke’s
until closure in 2016 is subject to the staffing needs of the school. As the school
reduces in size, the head teacher and the leadership team will have to assess which

staff will be needed.

Purpose of the research study

The purpose of the research is to provide deep understandings of the impact of a
phased school closure in an urban secondary school. It is about understanding the
lived experiences of 10 young people over 15 months and the impact of the closure
on their education and wellbeing. My aim is to listen to each of the young people, by
way of group and individual interviews, as they share their feelings and thoughts
about the phased closure of their school. | will observe the young people at play and
in their classrooms. | will observe the young people as a teacher working in their
school. As a result | will occupy different spaces and perspectives throughout this

research.

Although he made no claim to have unequivocally demonstrated this in his paper,

Griffiths (2008, pp.68-9) said that:

There are relatively strong empirical inferences that the educational
achievement or progress of students present at schools during periods of
closure proposal or other turbulent reorganisation proposals — is likely to be

adversely affected by the process.
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| will explore this further and in order to do so, part of the research study investigates
the impact of the closure on the young people’s progress and achievement versus
their own perceptions of progress and achievement. | will be examining data from
three core subjects, Maths, English and Religious Education (RE). The analysis will
be done in collaboration with individual participants at intervals and will form part of

their stories.

The resilience of young people during turbulent times, however, will also considered
when reviewing the literature and throughout the research. The leadership team will
have access to the research in advance of the closure and could utilise it to support

the experiences and transitions of the young people at St Luke’s.

Research Questions

The current Year 9 students (as at Spring 2014), were the last to be admitted into
Year 7 in September 2011 and will be the last to leave in 2016. | believe that these
young people will be most affected by the changes as the school roll declines. With
these issues in mind, | have decided to engage these young people as the main
participants in this research study. This decision is in no way intended to shy away
from or downplay the anger, disappointment and upset that the announcement to
close the school has caused to staff. In fact this research in part celebrates the work
of staff, who have remained professional, dignified and dedicated to the young
people throughout the restructuring. The research, upon completion, will be the
young people’s narrative. It will be their story: their thoughts, feelings, fears,
motivation and method(s) of coping in a school going through a phased closure. The
research in its entirety will show a real commitment to young people’s ‘voices’ and

the importance of these ‘voices’ in schools, especially during times of change.
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Five research questions gave guidance to the main research title: Young People's
Perspective on the Effects of the Impending Closure of their School on their

Education. These questions were:

1) Do the young people know why their school is closing? How aware are they of
the reasons for the changes?

2) What do young people think will be the main changes that will affect their
education as the school nears closure?

3) How do the young people feel about any changes that might affect their
education as the school nears closure?

4) What is the impact of the changes on student performance and progress?

Potential significance of the study

Schools are fluid places where change is always taking place. Yet | accept Wallace
and Pocklington’s (2002, p.9) observation that, “much practical advice on managing
change has not so far kept pace with the shift in the complexity of change itself’.
Changes in schools mirror the complex changes in education policy and practice in

England.

Other schools facing a phased closure may find the research useful in understanding
the emotional journey that young people go through when a school closes over a
number of years. School leaders can learn from this research study that change,
such as the phased closure of a school, can be a journey that includes the voices of
all stakeholders. School leaders may begin to think about how they manage the
change process and how their roles and responsibilities impact on each young
person as they experience that journey in different ways. Schools may also prioritise

the well-being of the young people through different forms of engagement, and gain
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an understanding of how change affects them, through this having a genuine
commitment to listening to, and understanding, students’ voices during a time of

change.

At a policy level, governments cannot legislate for everything such as listening to the
voices of young people during times of change such as a school closure. However,
“policy makers who draw on children’s voice in looking at institutional change are to
be supported” (Unterhalter, 2012, p.322) and school leaders too. School leaders,
through government agencies such as the National College of Teaching and
Learning, who work directly with schools to improve the quality of education in
England, can work to raise awareness of school leaders, to provide guidance on how
to ensure that the strategies adopted and the ‘spirit’ in which change is managed in
schools, does not lead to a climate of fear, anxiety, uncertainty and feelings of
alienation. As Mansfield argues, “leaders-in-training can learn first-hand how opening
up spaces for students to express their concerns gives leaders additional information
concerning contextual complexities to enable a more responsive approach to
leadership practice” (Mansfield, 2014, p.425). As Whiting (1980, pp.2-3) rightly
stresses, “A closing institution must be managed valiantly as a going concern or it
will die many times before its death.” This is an area where practical support can be

given to school leaders to address these complexities.

Asking the young people themselves how they feel about their education and their
schooling during this time of change may prove insightful for St. Luke’s in its final
year (2015-16). St Luke’s will have the opportunity to use the findings of the research
in the school’s final year, to make changes, if necessary, to the importance given to
students’ voices. The hope is that the young people’s voices, and their wellbeing, will

form the basis of all decision-making in the final year, and in doing so, the young
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people will leave St Luke’s with a legacy of success after taking their GCSEs in the

summer of 2016.

Organization of the research study

Chapter 1 introduced the research study and outlined the background and context of
the research. It also highlighted the research questions which form the basis of the
research, possible significance of the study and gave a synopsis of what each

chapter entails.

Chapter 2, (A review of the literature- Towards a Theoretical Perspective) addresses
what Hart (2005, p.10) said must be the “two main features of academic work”.
These are “the central place that argument has... and ... the need to be open-
minded when reading the work of other people”. In the first instance, Chapter 2
highlights critical research as the theoretical framework underpinning the research.
Secondly, Chapter 2 is a theoretical amalgamation of discourses surrounding the
current state of education in England — ‘education and schooling’, ‘school closures’,
‘power’ and ‘students’ voices’, the analytic categories, as a means of qualifying the

need for this research.

In Chapter 3, | discuss the research design and methodology. | examine critical
ethnography, the complexities of this design and how | mitigated any shortfalls that
might have arisen by employing research methods such as surveys, open-ended
group and individual interviews and observations in order to provide a rounded and
holistic narrative of the young people’s experiences. In answering the question, how
can the voices of the 10 participants best be heard, narrative emerged as the
appropriate approach to data analysis and presentation. Re-storying complemented

critical ethnography to become its conduit as the principal means of deconstructing
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the experiences, problematizing these experiences and, in particular, raising
questions about their implications for the phased closure of St Luke’s for the young
people who remain at the school. | examine too, the limitations of the study. | also
outline how | planned to use Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) Three-Dimensional

Narrative Inquiry Space Structure framework to tell the stories of the young people.

Finally, ethical considerations are deliberated upon in Chapter 3. As an insider
researcher | had the benefit of access to the young people, their data and knowledge
of the school, but | had to treat the familiar as strange in order to accurately reflect
the lived experiences of the young people whilst upholding the rigours of academic
scrutiny. So this chapter justifies the decisions that | took to preserve the ethical

integrity of the research study.

In Chapter 4 (Young people’s stories of their closing school), the individual stories of
the 10 young people are re-storied using Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) Three-
Dimensional Narrative Inquiry Space Structure. The young people’s responses to the

research questions are also recorded.

Chapter 5 (Discussion of findings, analysis and links to literature). This is a
discussion of my findings, which focuses on ‘information’, since this is what the

young people said they wanted the most from senior leaders.

In Chapter 6, | describe the context and culture of St Luke’s during the data
collection phase. | was previously reluctant to include my own voice but then
subsequently decided to; | share my experiences of both the best and worst aspects

of St Luke’s in this chapter.
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In Chapter 7, Conclusions, | examine the complexities of school closures, voice, and
power as analytic categories worth researching holistically. | do this by asking two
main questions from a philosophical perspective: a) What should schooling be? b)
What preparation is to be given to the young so as to enable a society to sustain
itself? Limitations of the research are also explored, and being true to students’
voices, the young people and | make recommendations for St Luke’s, other schools

going through change and education research.

28



Chapter 2 A review of the literature - Towards a Theoretical
Perspective

Introduction

Taking us back to the:

“Theoretical foundations that underpin both advocacy and the emerging
realities....” (Fielding, 2004, p.295).

Creswell (2003, p.30) proposes that the literature review:

... provides a useful backdrop for the problem or issue that has led to the
need for the study, such as who has been writing about it, who has studied it,

and who has indicated the importance of studying the issue.

For the critical researcher, however, the literature review is more than an opportunity
to join in the academic conversations surrounding the who, why, how, what and
where of the research, although in fairness, these work in tandem to give importance
to the area of research. Torres asserts that the literature review is a chance for
critical intellectuals to “highlight the role of education as enlightenment,
empowerment, and ... [help] achieve higher levels of freedom” (1999, In Popkewitz

and Fendler, pp.109-110).

Carr's (1998, p.335) theory on education closely mirrors my own theoretical

perspective of the subject. He believes:

The primary aim of democratic education is to develop in pupils ‘the habit of
intelligence’- the habit of confronting and resolving problems through reflective
enquiry, collective deliberation and rational debate.

This highlights my theory of situating education within a democracy. In this way,

when a theoretical understanding of a democratic education is juxtaposed with the
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current structures at St Luke’s, one is able to see that this “habit of intelligence” that

Carr speaks of is absent, or at best blurred. This is because there is:

e little or no involvement or engagement with young people about the
phased closure of their school

e a marked reduction in curriculum provision at GCSE, due to non-
specialist teachers and supply teachers being given the remit to
prepare the young people for GCSE in 2016, as part of a cost saving

exercise.

The point of contestation is not whether St Luke’s should be closing in 2016, but
whether those who are guiding the school into closure are doing all that they can to
make this process as tolerable as possible for the young people involved. The
actions and inactions of those in charge must be scrutinised and called into question
in order for there to be holistic understandings of the impact of closure on the young
people. The broader questions that will need answering are:

e Do the young people feel that there are platforms and provisions for
their voices, fears, anxieties and concerns to be heard and acted
upon?

e Will the young people be offered the curriculum leading up to 2016 that
will provide for them not just “schooling”, which currently maintains the
status quo power relations in society (Shujaa, 1993, p.338), but the

“‘democratic education” about which Carr speaks?

The answer to these questions will emerge through a coherent narrative of their

experiences over time. This narrative will be gained by asking each of the
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participants what they think and how they feel about the changes in their school and
how these changes might affect their education. This process, along with a close
examination of the relevant literature, will ensure that the young people’s voices are

heard and understood.

In order to understand the impact of the school closure on social relations, there is a
need for engagement with other dominant discourses and critical theoretical
underpinnings. The identification of common themes in the ‘pupil voice’ debate for
example, will play a crucial role in helping me reveal the transformational potential of
incorporating ‘students’ voices’. Critical theory, therefore, has an important role to

play in this research.

Critical Research and conceptions of power

The decision to employ aspects of this theoretical framework to underpin this
research study emanates from Carr’s invitation to research /teacher practitioners like
myself to be bold and confident in acknowledging the mutual interdependence of
educational theory and educational practice (1995, p.51). According to Carr,
research/ teacher practitioners should engage in ‘ideology-critique’. This he says is
‘recovering self-reflection as a valid category of knowledge”. | interpret this to mean
that, | reflect throughout the research, on the social, cultural and historical forces that
are shaping my interpretations (Creswell and Miller, 2000, p.127). “The critical
approach,” Carr continues, “interprets theory and practice as mutually constitutive
and dialectically related domains” (1995, p.50). These three elements of self-
reflection and of the dialectics of theory and practice have been central to my choice

of theoretical framework.
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Issues of power permeate this research in many different ways and on multiple
levels. The critical paradigm calls for an exploration and interrogation into the notions
of power and “a recognition of the multiplicity of power relations in any given context”
(Apple, Au and Gandin, 2009, p.13). In this study there are numerous significant
power relationships, both external and internal to the school. The overarching power
of government policy opened the door to the process of closure, as a result of the
Ofsted inspection (noted in Chapter 1) and the subsequent drop in the school roll.
Some parents made their choices accordingly, exercising what power they had in
these circumstances. The local authority with responsibility for schooling and place
planning in the borough were under pressure to address the situation. The Diocese,
with over-sight of voluntary aided church schools, also had a function in determining
the future of St Luke’s. This was laid at the table for the school’s governing body
who, in light of the cases presented, were persuaded to go for a phased school
closure. Then within the school context the head teacher was charged with the duty
of managing the closure within set financial parameters. She discharged this
responsibility deploying the leadership team. Lower in this hierarchy were the
teachers and then the young people. Thus, in practice, power was in the hands of
various stakeholders at different levels but not always in a linear fashion, though it

was evident that the young people had least power throughout the process.

For Apple, (2008, p.257) the ‘act of repositioning’ “forces us to see the world through
the eyes of [the] dispossessed and marginalized”. He contends that the “best way to
understand what any set of institutions, policies, and practices does is to see it from

the standpoint of those who have the least power” (p.244).
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The critical paradigm also acknowledges that there are “inequalities present in all
forms of social life, including research activities where these inequalities are framed
in terms of power-based relationships between the researcher and the researched”
(Merriam et al, 2010, p.412). In this study, power is essentially conceived as “taking
small steps towards changing oppressive practices” (Cook-Sather, 2006, p.365)
such as students’ disengagement and lack of voice in St Luke’s, and involves a
continual questioning of my motives and practices in taking these steps (Cook-
Sather, 2006, p.365) for it is often the case that “those in power fail to see the
privileges that stem from their more powerful positions” (Eder and Corsaro, 1999,
p.526). Merriam et al advise therefore that power is to be viewed as “something to
not only be aware of, but to negotiate in the research process” (2010, p.413). These
two power dimensions stem from my acceptance that “inquiry into meaning making
is always also an exploration into power” and, hence, the critical paradigm according
to Rogers (2011, p.1) “provides the tools for addressing the complexities of [power]

movement across educational sites, practices and systems”.

Critical theory also provides a foundation to focus “on problems of inequality and
injustice produced through the practices of schooling” (Popkewitz, 1999, In
Popkewitz and Fendler, p.3), whilst also highlighting how “schools are likely at
various times to be the focus of political struggle” (Harnett and Naish, 1990; cited in
Entwistle, p.14) and to a great extent, change. To this end, the critical approach
taken in this research allows for my own self-reflection whilst simultaneously
facilitating the investigation of various assumptions concerning young people, school
closures and student voice. These assumptions loosely, include the notions that
young people are removed from what happens in their school, or are not interested

in their schooling and education. There is a further assumption that listening to
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young people and reporting their views as a homogenous group is sufficient for
justice to be done to recent interests in student/pupil voice. This study presents
students as a homogenous group in that they are all experiencing the closure of their
school, but acknowledge that they may experience this in different ways. Fairclough
(2010, p.8) highlights a strength of critical research, arguing that it can “produce
interpretations and explanations of areas of social life which both identify the causes
of social wrongs and produce knowledge which could (in the right conditions)

contribute to righting or mitigating them”.

Critical research, however, is not without its critics. It is often castigated as a
framework of negativity. Like Rexhepi and Torres (2011, p.690), however, | believe
that by engaging in this research and by adopting the critical approach as highlighted
above, | am offering “a mirror to the critical aspects that need to be considered in
dealing with mechanisms of sociability, production, and political exchanges”. In this
research critical theory details what Torres (1999, cited In Popkewitz and Fendler,

p.108) calls a ‘political sociology of education’. “This notion” he says, “aims to study
power and relations to authority in education, and the political underpinnings and

implications of educational policies” and practices.

This study of the phased closure of St Luke’s is placed within the wider education
sector in England. “The logical and analytical perspectives of theory and empirical
research”, which in this study equates to the voices of the young people, could
contribute to “improving the practice of policy-makers, policy-brokers, and policy
constituencies, as well as the cognitive and non-cognitive outcomes of the process
of teaching and learning” (Rexhepi and Torres, 2011, pp.689-690) for young people
who are going through change. Adopting this critical stance from the outset means

that in the process of ‘“listening to pupils’ perspectives” there can also be the
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development of “a clearer understanding of pupils’ responses to schooling” (Flutter
and Rudduck, 2004, p.133), i.e. what schooling should be - and what it can be -

when young people’s voices are listened to.

Another criticism of critical research is that there are no universal definitions of
critical theory itself and that there are also many variants and offshoots. | argue,
however, that this is part of its appeal. Critical theory, Rexhepi and Torres insist
(2011, p.684), “can herald a liberatory education that empowers stakeholders,
fosters curiosity and critical thinking, and provides a means for crucial successful

bottom-up, top-down engagement in the political arena”.

One of the seminal issues facing education today, according Dewey (2008) is that:

From the standpoint of the child, the great waste in education comes from his
inability to utilize the experiences he gets outside the school in any complete
and free way within the school itself; while, on the other hand, he is unable to

apply in daily life what he is learning in school (p.75).

“That”, he continued, “is the isolation of the school — its isolation from life” (p.75).
Critical theory is used as a lens through which to understand these young people’s
experiences both contextually and in the broader education sector. By engaging in a
“constant questioning and building up of theory and interpretations through repeated
ongoing analysis... a [more] coherent alternative reconstruction of the account is
created” (Shacklock and Smith, 1998, p.4) so that alternative discourses can be

revealed and considered.

It will be interesting to see if the young people actively demand change at any point
during this process, or passively accept the changes that are imposed upon them. It

will also be interesting to see the effects that this particular political struggle has on
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the lives of the young people. Locating this research within the critical paradigm
evidences my concern with “unmasking dominant social constructions and the

interests they represent ... with a goal of transforming it” (Anderson, 1989, p.254).

Education and schooling in England

The phased closure of St Luke’s can be seen as a consequence of wider
government policies which exposes the current state of education in England, where
for example, there is a drive for world-class standards of education which fosters a
climate of competition. There is an increasing need for school places, and freedoms
for new schools to be set up by Department for Education (DFE) approved sponsors.
Popular schools are able to expand and parents are empowered to indicate
preferences for the school of their choice. Subsequently, in some local situations
market forces lead to some ‘less successful’ schools closing. It is therefore no
surprise that Coffey views education in England as a three dimensional ‘market

place’ of:

State craft - ...in which education has been increasingly been utilized by
government as a mechanism for electioneering and securing the support of

the electorate.

Consumption — Education is now firmly established within the realms of

consumption; schools are supplied and consumed.

Certification - ...a concern with credentialization has forced the state to
address the ability of schools to (re)produce a credentialized society (Coffey,
2001, pp.26-27).

The marketization of education therefore raises questions about education and
schooling because “education does not exist in isolation from the larger society”

(Apple, 2002, p.85) and accordingly, “its means and ends and the daily events of
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curriculum, teaching, and evaluation in schools are all connected to patterns of
differential economic, political, and cultural power”. Schooling and education

therefore:

a) sometimes overlap in complementary and contradictory ways

b) raise questions about how, in an attempt to raise standards, these policies
often produce decisions and events which, conversely, isolate and
disenfranchise the young people they are meant to be helping and

c) do not always reflect the values within a democratic society.

Politicians of different parties, and indeed within the same party, are seldom in full
agreement with each other on the shape that education in England should take.
Successive Secretaries of State for education have taken the opportunity to
implement policy in their beliefs that they can fix what they see as flaws in the
education system, and improve England’s ratings in the world standard Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA) tables. Education in England as a
result, has over many years, and still is, going through considerable change.
Teachers, unions and educational researchers also take varying views, but
consistently warn against the pace, number of changes and work-load for teachers.
However, driven by a strengthened perspective that educational standards have an
impact on the country’s economic prospects, politicians press ahead with wide
ranging reforms that have for instance: altered the curriculum and the way it is
examined and is reported in league tables; shifted authority from local councils to
governing bodies and multi-academy trusts; empowered parental choice; and

strengthened the role of Ofsted.
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Following a period of prolonged change, further new education policies fuel an
already unsettled situation in which schools are required to adapt practices and
repeatedly re-write teaching materials to deliver evolving government objectives.
Over the past decade as policies have become more aligned to neo-liberal
ideologies, the purpose or emphasis of schooling in England has also evolved:
“‘intimate relationship to economic policy as well as a stretching to a global field of

performance comparison” (Rizvi and Lingard, 2010, p.18).

Education has subsequently become “a key site” for neo-liberalist agendas, where
“‘educators and students are managed, monitored, compared and held accountable;
and where normative understandings of schooling and its subjects are sedimented”
(Youdell, 2011, p.7). These policies are pursued to the point where if schools do not
adequately meet the educational standards or fail to attract sufficient learners they

face closure or take-over as is the situation for St Luke’s School.

Although successive Secretaries of State for Education may differ in how the goals
might be achieved the policies implemented underline what contribution they want
from schools, specifically “the role education must play to meet the needs of the
global economy and to ensure the competiveness of the national economy” (Rizvi

and Lingard, 2010, p.3). To this end, Apple (2010: 1) argues that:

It has become ever more clear that education cannot be understood without
recognising that nearly all educational policies and practices are strongly
influenced by an increasingly integrated international economy that is the
subject of severe crises, that reforms and crises in one country have

significant effects on others.

Michael Gove, Secretary of State for Education from 2010-2014, sums up what he

considers to be a current urgency for change in education by the fact that, according
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to the PISA ratings, “we are falling further and further behind other nations”. “In the
last ten years,” he adds, “we have plummeted in the world rankings from 4th to 16th
for science, 7th to 25th for literacy and 8th to 28th for maths” (Gove, 2012). Gove’s
education reform was portrayed as a quest to achieve a ‘world class’ education
system through a process of identifying and adopting the practices of those systems
whose pupils perform best in league tables of achievement. He justified the
publication of the White Paper 2010, which included his plans to improve educational
standards, by saying that it “was deliberately designed to bring together - indeed, to
shamelessly plunder from - policies that have worked in other high-performing
nations.” (Gove, 2012). Ball (1998) and Rizvi and Lingard (2010) argue that this
approach is “the marketization of education”. As a direct result of these policies,
greater numbers of long-established schools in urban areas are closing than had
previously been the norm. The shape of educational provision is changing in
England; competition for learners is increased as sponsored Multi-Academy Trusts,
Free Schools and University Technology Colleges open. Many schools convert to
gain academy status with some then electing to expand. As the impact of education

policies bite, less efficient, inadequate or effective schools face tough choices.

Successive changes to the curriculum imposed by politicians have frequently been
derived with limited opportunity for the teaching profession, young people or
educational researchers to exert influence. The transferability and wisdom of policy
borrowing from the country’s heading the PISA tables by Secretaries of State may
have been guestioned but profound change at fast pace has been implemented to
school organisation, the curriculum, and the form of assessment and examination.
The emphasis on EBACC subjects swaying from vocational courses and the

introduction of more rigorous assessment of subject knowledge and recall skills,
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have been ideological as are the measures of success. The impact of such change
on schooling, and on the young people on the receiving end of the initiatives, is of
concern to those who advocate student involvement in their own education. If we are
failing to see the purpose of education as promoting “a more equitable, democratic,
and emancipatory society” (Popkewitz and Fendler, 1999, p.9), we should critically
seek to find out why. This research explores the personal impact on a group of
young people in a school, St Luke’s, affected by government reforms; it questions
whether the fundamental principle of “the right to an education acts as a multiplier of
rights” (Lundy, 2007, p.940) is being achieved, and whether the expression of their
individual voices is an inalienable right of all young people. These fundamental
democratic principles sit uncomfortably against the policy ideologies described in this

section, and raise questions about schooling and education.

Education for democracy
Callewaert argues that schooling and education are directly or indirectly the
monopoly of the state, that education is primarily preconscious socialization, and that

socialization presupposes primary ties within a social network of some sort.

Schooling and education perform with a framework that today is mainly made
up of articulations between individuals by either market or bureaucratic power
mechanisms. Schooling and education have to implement the square circle
consisting of socialization without primary ties. Socialization based on market
and bureaucracy obscures its dependency upon the primary tie networks that
it is negating in theory and trying to destroy in practice (1999, p.125).

Carr has argued that, “one of the inevitable results of our inability to democratically

discuss the role of education in modern society has been to deprive the philosophy

of education of any significant cultural or practical role” (1991, p.183). By engaging

philosophically with the cultural and practical roles of education Carr is saying that
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there can be greater understandings both in research and in practice to show “how
education can enable all future citizens to participate in the process of contestation
through which their society — including its system of education — is reproduced and

transformed” (p.187), therefore impacting on what is taught in schools.

On the face of it, the role of education is to transmit “from one generation to the next
knowledge of the values, aesthetics, spiritual beliefs, and all things that give a
particular cultural orientation its uniqueness” (Shujaa, 1993, pp.330-331). To this
end, “meaningful education is about learning which is relevant and which offers a
connective pedagogy in that it is understood, valued and seen as useful” (Corbett,
2001, p.17). This is not quite so straightforward, however, as “the conceptions of
education”, of what is understood, valued and useful, “are likely to be reflected in the
policies and practices of schooling” (Hartnett and Naish, 1990, In Entwistle, p.15)

controlled by those in society with power and influence.

Schooling, Shujaa contends, “is a process intended to perpetuate and maintain the
society’s existing power relations and the institutional structures that support those
arrangements” (1993, p.330). He goes on to make the point that “institutionalised
education, exerts an influence on members’ achievement expectations through
policies”, such as “tracking and testing, grading and award credentials, social
inclusion and exclusion”. All these, Shujaa maintains, “reinforce and are reinforced
by the society’s structural conditions” (1993, p.332). If this is true, the general
problem of “[w]hat preparation is to be given to the young so far as to enable a
society to sustain itself’, which Harnett and Naish (1990, In Entwistle, p.12) say “the

enterprise of education” is attempting to address, will always be flawed.
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Education is therefore not confined to schooling. Young people bring a wealth of
knowledge and expertise that has been developed from other areas of their lives.
However, these may not always be valued or acknowledged within the formal
education system. Educational research has a significant role to play in the continual
questioning of the ‘reason’ of schooling, which Popkewitz (2009, p.303) states
‘embodies a style of comparative thought that differentiates, distinguishes, and
divides”. In the case of St Luke’s, financial considerations are primary and as such
they override the education provision offered. Inevitably, despite best intentions and
promises made, this has resulted in adaptations and compromises to stay in budget,

a position that was not sustainable at St. Luke’s.

By situating education within a democracy Carr (1991, p.187) has argued that:

One of the distinctive features of a democracy is that it empowers all its
members to collectively shape the ways in which society is being reproduced.
Another is that it acknowledges its responsibility to educate its future citizens
so that they can influence the process of social reproduction in a rational and

self-conscious way.

Teacher researchers are potential change-makers in this regard because Carr

argues that they:

Expose and articulate the theoretical understanding they have of their
activities when they describe and explain such things as their choice of
teaching methods, their attitudes to discipline and the selection of curriculum
content (1995, p.53).

According to Carr, “if further questions are asked about the adequacy of these
descriptive accounts the discussion eventually becomes ‘philosophical’. When these
conversations about education include and value the voices of young people, then
the reason of schooling would have developed “the habit of intelligence” (Carr, 1988,
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p.335). The extent to which these aspirations can be realised in contemporary policy

contexts is questionable.

School closures

The “reorganisation of schooling in an era of educational reform offers a paradigm
case of complex educational change,” according to Wallace and Pocklington (2002,
p.8). A school closure is one such ‘reorganisation of schooling’ that is not a new
phenomenon but is operating arguably in a new era based less on the “school —
initiated change of the past” (Wallace and Pocklington, 2002, p.26) but more on
complex neo-liberal education policies that are ideologically driven. Torres points to
the fact that, “education has become increasingly a function of the state ... [whereby]
educational systems and practices are sponsored, mandated, organized, and

certified by the state” (1995-1996, p.262).

In Britain between 1945 and 1979, many small schools in rural areas were closed for
“three reasons — all related,” (Rogers, 1979, p.3). They were said to be uneconomic;
they disadvantaged the children who went to them and with declining birth rates they
were believed to be both uneconomic and disadvantageous to those who attended
(Rogers, 1979, p.3). Today the same arguments of economics, educational
disadvantage and birth rates persist but the picture is more nuanced and
complicated. Whilst falling rolls is still a major cause of school closures, over the past
decade there has been a new development where schools have increasingly closed
in urban centres, despite the growing need for more school places. London is a
prime example of this. In urban settings many parents do not select their nearest
school as an automatic default but instead are prepared for their children to embark

on relatively straightforward journeys to attend their preferred school. The impact of
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parental choice is evident as some schools are in high demand whilst others become
unpopular. Informed by more, and better, materials readily available to parents,
particularly through the internet, they make their choices. Data such as Ofsted
ratings and student performance in examinations, in addition to good or bad news
stories, and the accessibility of school websites inform parents. This is in addition to
the traditional methods of finding out about schools such as by word-of-mouth and

attendance at open evenings.

The government policies promoting parental choice, together with the freedoms for
the expansion of schools and the set-up of academies and free schools, are
effectively creating more school places. Additionally, schools categorised as ‘failing’
by Ofsted are also being closed. In many, but not all instances, this leads to the
school being closed and then reopened under a new designation with new
governance and leadership. So, on the one hand the demand for school places is
rising but alongside this is the closure, or re-designation, of a number of schools.
This creates a dichotomy which has led some academics to question the policy of
parental choice, thus raising the question “does school choice lead to spirals of
decline?” (Gorard, Taylor and Fitz, 2010). They argue that, “in effect, social
segregation between schools” as a direct result of parental choice for their children,
“Iis increasing, leading some disadvantaged schools into a “spiral of decline’, and
creating a clear system of winners and losers” (p.369). Gorard et al stress that they
are not blaming parents for choosing to send their children to a ‘good school’
however “the spiral [of decline] stems from the relationship between... two
characteristics in a market driven by pupil-funding and raw-score performance

indicators. As schools become more socially disadvantaged their ‘league table’
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position tends to decline..., so more families might prefer to use alternative schools”

(p.369).

However Ball et al. (2012, p.21) make the point that “policies — new and old — are set
against and alongside existing commitments, values and forms of experience”.
Current policies dictate that, “the performance of schools should be measured
relative to cost-constrained best-practice benchmarks that simultaneously take
account of both outcome effectiveness and cost efficiency” (Barnett, Glass, Snowdon
and Stringer, 2002, p.291). The national floor targets for pupil performance at the
end of Key Stages are intended to raise standards of achievement and lead to
improved education provision. These sit alongside the schedule of Ofsted
inspections with schools expected to achieve ‘good’ or ‘outstanding’ judgements.
Comparisons between schools are made year-on-year, looking at improvement in
GSCE grades including English and Maths, informing: “transfers at primary-school
level, exercise of parental choice at the age of transfer into secondary education,
and staffing policies based on constant pupil/teacher ratios” (Molinero, 1988, p.347).
Of all of these measures | would argue that parental choice is a critical factor for a
school, for even in densely populated urban areas unpopular schools close due to

falling rolls or as a result of inadequate performance which are often linked.

Parental choice and schools closures

Unpopular schools are at the highest risk of closure in areas where there is a surplus
of school places. Government policy has enabled organisations to establish
additional places regardless of the local council’s view on place planning. So despite
the increased requirement over recent years for school places, mostly in urban

areas, the creation of additional places in popular schools, and through the opening
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of new schools, a number of schools have in turn seen a fall in their roll. Parents
have chosen popular schools and where unpopular schools have become unviable
they have closed. Typically, schools have been unable to continue with falling rolls if
after reducing their planned admission number (PAN) and reorganising as a smaller
school, they are still unable to stabilise and stop a declining trend. Such schools are
at high risk of being economically inefficient and it then falls upon decision makers,
whether that is the Council, Academy Trustees, Diocese or other relevant

stakeholders to assess the viability of the school.

As parents use the powers given to them to choose educational institutions for their
children, “schools as providers and stakeholders have become increasingly
dependent on pupil rolls for primary funding. Poor levels of enrolment have had an
immediate fiscal impact on the school. Hence it has become increasingly important
for schools to attract ‘customers’ (pupils and, more importantly, their parents) in
order to secure a healthy level of enrolment” (Coffey, 2001, p.24). This has fostered
new power relationships between schools, pupils and parents leading to spirals of

decline.

As a consequence of aligning economic output with educational outcomes, schools
such as St Luke’s that can appear ‘less efficient’, than the new school built close by.
Where parents select new or popular schools for their children in undersubscribed
areas, there are knock-on effects for under-subscribed schools. As a result, schools
like St Luke’'s face a number of reorganisation scenarios: becoming academies
where sponsors come together to take over and run a cluster of schools, immediate

closure, or, like St Luke’s, a phased closure over a number of years. These complex
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and inter-linked policy changes ultimately shape educational provision, student’s

experiences and, possibly, longer-term outcomes.

Failing schools and school closures
Schools are deemed as ‘failing’ for a number of reasons. Some of these include:
receiving an inadequate judgement in an Ofsted inspection, student outcomes falling

below national floor targets or because of an extreme incident.

Ofsted inspectors categorise schools in accordance with the Inspection Framework.
Inspectors’ rate schools on a four point scale with the highest ratings of ‘Outstanding’
and ‘Good’ being the expectation. Schools not achieving this might be rated as
‘Room for improvement’ (RI). These schools are subject to monitoring visits. Those

classified as ‘Inadequate’ are considered to be ‘failing’ and are subject to closure.

On occasions, the school may still remain popular with parents after being deemed
as ‘failing’. Downhills Primary School in the London Borough of Haringey is a prime
example of this. Despite being judged as ‘Inadequate’ by Ofsted, parents and
members of the community rallied around to support the school aiming to keep it
open. In this case, despite much local support and adverse DFE publicity, Michael
Gove, Secretary of State for education from 2010-2014, ruled that the school should
be closed and be taken over by an academy chain. Protests such as this have been
few, though significant at the time; nevertheless, government resolve has been to
systematically close schools that have been judged as Inadequate in Ofsted

inspections.

Schools that fall below the national floor targets are at high risk of being deemed as

‘failing’. If the low performance is a one-off dip the school may be able to implement
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a Raising Achievement Plan and recover from the position and stabilise. But, if the
trend is sustained the school should expect an intervention by Ofsted with closure

being a usual consequence.

Less common reasons for school closure include those deemed as ‘coasting’. Such
schools have now also been deemed to be ‘failing’ and Nicky Morgan (Secretary of
State for Education) promised to “tackle coasting schools by putting them on a notice
to improve” (Department for Education, 2015). The identification of coasting schools
is based on student performance. Extreme incidents in schools might also require
further investigation and put the future of the school as risk. Issues concerning
safeguarding, the PREVENT duty, health & safety or severe violence can have acute

implications for schools.

A Freedom of Information Request to the Department for Education (June 2016)
shows that in the 4 years between 31/08/2011 and 31/08/15, when the Conservative-
Liberal Democrat Coalition government were in power, 1907 secondary schools in
England were affected by closures. Of these 1745 were schools that were re-
designated as academies, with 1414 of these electing to be converted to academies.
For the 81 schools that closed and merged into another school, and the 27 that
closed and changed from being a middle school to a secondary school, the change
is liable to have been profound. But most relevant of all to this research are the 43
schools that closed completely. The large number of schools involved in change
outlined above underlines the relevance of this study and the large number of young

people and stakeholders affected by school closure.
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Research on school closures

Research in England and other developed countries such as Canada, Australia and
the USA, provide insights into the impact of school closures at different levels. Such
research studies have centred on ‘The Effect of School Closure on Principal
Leadership’ (Lenarduzzi, 2010), ‘School Closure — A Case Study (Bathgate, 2006),
‘School Closures in Ontario: Who has the Final Say?’ (Fredua-Kwarteng, 2005) and
‘The paradoxology of failure: Perspectivist flirtations with threat, risk of closure in

England’s secondary schools’ (Griffiths, 2008).

One recurring theme throughout each of the research studies has been the impact
that a school closure has on the stakeholders involved. Lenarduzzi’s research
highlights the delicate position of the principal leadership “of balancing obligations to
both the district and community” and the “possible disturbance that the school leader
may feel” (2010, p.31, p.33). Similarly, Bathgate argued that during times of closure,
“schools need to be viewed not just as educational institutions where children learn
but also as workplaces where adults teach” (2006, p.29). The emphasis is on the
impact on staff, whereas there may be wider implications for the young people in

terms of their experiences and emotional responses.

A common thread throughout these studies shows that falling rolls has been the
most significant feature for the decision to close schools. For Rogers, “falling rolls
and school closures are educational and social phenomena which parents, teachers
and the local community — as well as national and local government — must come to
grips with quickly” (1979, p.6). But while falling rolls are usually greeted with
suspicions of failure by those in power and deemed ‘unattractive’ by parents, Rogers

says that:
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Falling rolls can bring great benefit to our society if the opportunities are
seized — greater resources for children, improved pupil/teacher ratios, more
space for new and existing activities to accommodate more community —

oriented educational schemes in a local school (1979, p.6).

The decision to close a school over a period of time is, in my opinion the most
complex of the three reorganisation scenarios because it is “intrinsically contextually
dependent, facilitated and constrained by many aspects of the wider political and
historical milieu with which it interacts” (Wallace and Pocklington, 2002, p.42). “The
change,” they argue, “will interact with an evolving profile of other planned and
unplanned changes” (2002, p.42) and “during this phase of terminal contraction, the
expectation is that the institution must continue to serve its clientele” (Whiting, 1980,
p.2). It is these two competing discourses that add to the complexities of a school

closure as part of educational reorganisation.

Bathgate (2006) considered the experiences of stakeholders (i.e. teachers, students
and parents) at her school and revealed that “in terms of educational outcomes it
would appear that the students who remained in the school for 1998 [the year it
closed] were probably disadvantaged educationally and that a quick closure might
have benefited them” (Bathgate, 2006, p.165). For Bathgate, the phased closure of
her school “was of benefit to the morale and adjustment of staff” but it was “probably
less beneficial for the students involved” (Bathgate, 2006, iii-iv). She makes the point
that had there been “proper counselling support and identification of the closure as a

critical incident, a quick closure would help student learning outcomes”.

In the case of St Luke’s, governors, together with the Diocesan decision makers,
considered the falling roll and decided that closure over a longer period was most

appropriate. This suited a plan to invest in a nearby primary school so as to
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redevelop and build into an all through primary-secondary school. A gradual closure
would facilitate the building programme required to achieve this. The parents and
young people of the closing school were promised the highest standard of education
possible during the process, including the bonus of smaller classes. In contrast,
Bathgate (2006) warns against slow or phased closures, and argues that a “quick
closure” averts the educational disadvantage found in her study. Bathgate advocates
the essential need to understand the thoughts and feelings of those involved and
concluded that quick closure dealt with this better, notably reducing the onerous
requirement to guide and manage participants through the changes leading up to
closure. Bathgate’s study stresses the importance of voice in the management of
closures and the need to take into account a school and the emotional life of those

associated with it.

Voice and voices

‘Student voice’/ ‘Pupil voice’

Voices are nothing without hearers (Noyes, 2005, p.536).

In understanding what young people at St Luke’s think and feel about their closing
school there must be an exploration into the concept of ‘voice’. This section explores
what has been known as ‘student voice’ or ‘pupil voice’, a suggestion that students
speak with one voice, or should be listened to as a collective. | highlight the
advances made both in research and scholarly writings on ‘student voice/pupil voice’

(Fielding, 2004; Whitty and Wisby, 2007; Cook-Sather, 2006).

As a ‘hearer’, this section will challenge and help me to connect the sounds of young
people speaking, “not only with those students experiencing meaningful,
acknowledged presence, but also with their having the power to influence analyses
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of, decisions about, and practices” (Cook-Sather, 2006, p.363) within their school. In
understanding ‘voice’ and then ‘student voice’, | am better able to evidence what |
see as failures and lost opportunities to engage with and include the young people at
St Luke’s during this time of change. | am also seeking to understand student voice
in order to extend “knowledge and understanding through investigations” (Flutter,
2007, p.345), so that this research does not perpetuate the disengagement and
disenfranchisement of the young people at St Luke’s. The identification of common
themes in the ‘student voice’ debate will play a crucial role in ultimately showing the
transformational potential of ‘student voice’ in this research, even though it will
become clearer throughout the research that | am veering towards a discourse of
‘students’ voices’ as opposed to ‘student voice’. Later on in Chapter 3, | also endorse
narrative methods in “liberating the voices and stories of people who would ordinarily
remain silent” (Owens, 2007, p.299) or who would traditionally remain uninvolved in

change in their school that concern them.

There is no uniformity in the understanding of ‘student voice’. According to Flutter
(2007, p.344), however, pupil voice is “nested within the broader principle of pupil
participation, a term which embraces strategies that offer pupils opportunities for
active involvement in decision-making within their schools”. Flutter and Rudduck,
(2000; 2004; 2007), make the point that this resurgence of interest in pupil voice is
somewhat different from before, where the pupil’s role within research and within the
school community was seen as a “passive one, with pupils regarded as ‘consumers’,
or ‘products’ of educational provision” (2004, p.14). They believe that pupils are now
seen as “active participants in a learning community” (2004, p.14) but this is where |
begin to disagree slightly with Flutter and Rudduck. Like so many other initiatives,

pupil voice has become ‘synonymous with implied meanings’ and | would argue that
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before we say that pupils are now seen as “active participants in a learning
community”, we problematize and, like Noyes (2005, p.533), give “both the term
pupil and voice...careful critique” to see if active pupil participation is universally

understood and uniformly practiced.

Students can sometimes be ascribed identities by researchers. This occurs when
insufficient consideration is given to what Cook-Sather calls the “intersection of
identity, language, context, and power that inform all pedagogical relations” (2006,
p.368). Ascribing identities to young people is what | term “voice giving”. Voice giving
under the banner of ‘pupil voice’ is fundamentally flawed. If, throughout the research
process, the status quo is left unchallenged or, as Fielding adds, “its methodologies
and contextual circumstances reinforce subjugation” (2004, p.296), then this falls

short of the tenets of ‘pupil voice’.

Ecclestone calls for “transition workers” like myself, in the dual role of being both
teacher and researcher, to have a better understanding of the problems that young
people may face in constructing and maintaining their identities (2010, p.198). Part of
that understanding, | believe, is about repositioning students in both practice and
research. This involves thinking about power relations and, as Noyes explains,
power relates “not only to what is spoken, but who gets to say it and how it is ‘said’
(which includes actions)” (2005, p.537). Such considerations will need to be at the

forefront of my mind, especially as | interview the young people.

Fielding goes further to remind us that “issues of voice are not circumscribed by
verbal or written text; they are embedded in historically located structures and
relations of power” (2004, p.300). Rather than seeing young people as being

“‘dependent and incapable”, they are “regarded as individuals possessing the right to
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be heard and to be respected” (Flutter and Rudduck, 2004 p.134). According to
Whitty and Wisby, “pupil voice includes every way in which pupils are allowed or
encouraged to offer their views and preferences” (2007, p.306). For Cook-Sather
(2006, p.359), student voice is “a way of thinking” that has “re-emerged that strives
to reposition students in educational research and reform”. She continues by stating
that “in its most profound and radical form ... [student voice] calls for a cultural shift
that opens up spaces and minds not only to the sound but also to the presence and
power of students” (2006, p.363). The differences between Whitty and Wisby and
Cook-Sather are profound. In the former, pupils are allowed, or encouraged, to air
their views, whilst the latter understanding shows a power shift whereby the spaces

and minds of adults are opened up to young people and what they bring.

Lundy, on the other hand, suggests that ‘pupil voice’ as an “initiative” should not be
the nexus of the debate, instead she asserts that “respecting children’s views is not
just a model of good pedagogical practice (or policy making) but a legally binding
obligation” (2007, p.930). She cites Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child as the legally binding document that reifies ‘pupil voice’. She
believes that “Article 12 can make a unique and powerful contribution to the creation
of a children’s rights culture in schools” (2007, p.940). Gersch et al (1996, In Davie,
Upton and Varma, p.28) also approach ‘pupil voice’ from a discourse of rights. They
think that children should be actively engaged “from understanding what is
happening, to giving their point of view, to being provided with their results.” Like
Lundy, Gersch et al also believe that another statute, the Children Act of 1989,
provides “the general principle of listening to children, taking their views seriously

and giving them due weight” (1996, cited In Davie, Upton and Varma, p.29). So far
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the discourses in respect of ‘pupil voice’ have been threefold: respect, power and

rights.

Whether ‘pupil voice’ is viewed from a perspective of respect, power or rights, ‘voice’
“signals having a legitimate perspective and opinion, being present and taking part,
and/ or having an active role” (Cook-Sather, 2006, p.362) in educational decisions
that will affect young people. Lundy believes that two of the prerequisites for
meaningful engagement with young people is the creation of an opportunity for
involvement, which she calls “a space in which 