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ABSTRACT

This research paper details an autoethnographic investigation into a tumultuous year
in my professional life that affected my identity and personal existence. I became the
manager of a failing inner city secondary school for boys identified as having
emotional and behavioural difficulties. The school had been deemed as being in need
of ‘Special Measures’ for several years and had at times been colloquially labelled as
the worst school 1n England.

[ recorded not just my experiences but also my most intimate thoughts and feelings
about what I experienced during the academic year 2002 — 2003. This was achieved
through the production of a reflective journal that was nearly 300 pages long on its
completion. The thesis is drawn from the contexts surrounding the school and its
population as well as from the data I recorded 1n the journal.

On finishing this paper I still do not understand how a school can be allowed to
degenerate into the lawless and uncaring environment I encountered in September
2002. What I have discovered during my research 1s the importance of humanity,
compassion, respect and equality when attempting to recover a school that has been
disregarded and left to rot. I have been shocked and challenged by the physical,
cognitive and emotional demands made by working in the environment described in
my thesis. The journey of my self through the year in question can be genuinely
described as harrowing.

My fervent hope is that this research can help avoid what happened at Osbourne
occurring in any other educational establishment. My reflections on Osbourne have
helped me reach the conclusion that at the moment I simply cannot leave the school
even though I am exhausted by it and my health has suffered. I cannot trust the school
to anyone else at the moment; we have been through too much together. As I think
this paper will demonstrate, I have given my self to the school.



Preface, Research journal, Osbourne school, Wandsworth

18/04/02

Phone call to headteacher.

The advert in the ‘Times Educational Supplement’ stated that the job would provide a
challenge and the opportunity to make a difference. The list of benefits was exhaustive
and included the offer of ‘a substantial one-off golden hello payment’. I was

intrigued, especially as the headteachers mobile phone number was only to be rung
after 8 p.m. My current post was demanding working hours of between 12 and 14
hours a day and at least one day at the weekend. School management can be isolating
and I was beginning to doubt if there was anyone else in the world that lived the same

life as 1 did. The entire advert was couched in a creative and tantalising manner that

certainly struck a chord within me even though I was not actively looking for a new

job.

[ contacted James, the headteacher, at about 5.30 p.m. on a Thursday night. We were
both tired and he informed me that he had just come from a meeting with the school
governors. In spite of our contact being at the end of a long day, towards the end of a
long week, [ felt there was a positive instantaneous connection between us in terms of
professional respect, values and personal empathy. I warmed to the man yet struggled

fo come to grips with the story he told me.

James and I swapped some personal details and we had a lot in common. We were
both in our mid-thirties, family men who were committed (possibly over-committed) to

our careers in special education. Both of us had achieved senior management



positions whilst relatively young but most importantly [ felt we were both talking

identical language in terms of what we valued.

The story I was told about Osbourne School was shocking, yet was recounted in a
non-sensational, empathic manner. Osbourne is a residential special school for boys
with severe emotional and behavioural difficulties aged between 11 and 16 years of
age. The headteacher told me that the school was in ‘Special Measures’ following an

OFSTED inspection in January 2001, which was possibly “the worst inspection in the

history of OFSTED”.

James had told me that he had been leading the school since November 2001. After
one week he had been thinking, “how can I get out of this place? ” After two weeks he
said he felt that... *“ I know I can’t leave until I have sorted this place out”. He
described the job as “emotionally wearing and draining” and that he had

“completely changed his way of living” since arriving at Osbourne.

Incidents that had occurred during the last academic year included boys raping boys,
a near fatal hanging and numerous occasions of wounding with a weapon - for which
there had been no consistent exclusion policy. There were 60 places on the school
role. The average attendance was about 50%. 80% of the boys were in the youth
Justice system, 402 of them were looked afier by social services and 7 of the boys
were serving or awaiting custodial sentences. 50% of the students came from other

London borougns. The half-mile surrounding the school perimeter had one of the

highest crime rates in London.



James said that he was operating a holding situation until the end of the summer term
when the school would be closed and then reopened. The parallel he drew was with

the Afghan war with the allies waiting for the marines 1o arrive in September, (sic).

This cavalry would be in the form of the new recruits who would joirn the school in

September to replace many of the old staff who would not be employed in the

following academic year.

On reflection
I instantly liked James, his approach and the language he used. I immediately felt |

would like to find out more about the school and the context.

My imagination conjured up a tall Victorian building with a big yard and an

American style cage in which the teachers park their cars. Even though James'’s

descriptions were notably undramatic and failed to deliver any hint of self-

aggrandisement, his constant assertion that the school had been unsafe and remained

so had a substantial effect on my imaginary constructions.

[ picture the boys as a mixture of cultures but associating mainly with their own
ethnic group. I see them in my mind as being sullen, seldom solitary and running
everywhere, echoes of lives in empty and soulless places. I do not see them as a threat
or beyond my personal and professional experience. As a survivor of care homes and
an experienced and well-qualified special needs professional I am instantly reflecting

on the cause rather than the effect of what makes children behave in the ways James

described.



Maybe my images are based upon the past rather than the present for I think my mind
is delivering me images of an inner-city kid’s home [ was unfortunate enough to
reside within. [ see the students at Osbourne as young, small and lost and this fails to
change even when [ reflect on the details of the phone call. Warnings from my
university studies that most people who work with disenfranchised children do so for
vicarious reasons float into view, but it’s too late; I've been doing this job a long,

long time.

[ imagine small, middle-aged staff disinterested in the children, lacking empathy but
possessing furtive and haunted looks. My vision of James is 5ft 10", a heavy evening
shadow on his chin from early morning, slim, but unbendingly strong. I feel he has a

tropical mind where anything could grow and an arctic intelligence that helps him

define his visions from his imperatives.

I arrange to see the school the next Thursday and I am excited and ready for the visit
as soon as I put the phone down. The want inside me shows itself through a dry

mouth. I can scarcely say anything to anyone about the phone-call for I know I will

betray my already gnawing desire to work at Osbourne.



1. INTRODUCTION

This first entry into my research journal was written over a year ago, before I had
experienced Osbourne School in any meaningful way. Some of what this extract
reports makes me smile in a rueful way as I retlect now on my inexperience, idealism
and over confidence. My words portray me as an optimistic, well-qualified individual
who had been immunised against the unexpected in the professional arena through a
combination of hard-won personal and professional growth. The last year has shown
me time and again how ineffective and pallid my imagined invincibility proved to be.
A new job starts from where we are and I believed that I was ready for any challenge
the school would present. I arrived at Osbourne with an identity that had been
constructed and shdped by complex social processes. I brought to the school a self
which amongst other things was gendered, sexual and generational -located in time
and space, (Coffey, 1999, p.159). My identity was also occupational and forged

during many years spent working in special schools. Britzman (1986) notes that

teachers bring to their schools not only their personal biographies, but also....

“Their implicit institutional biographies — the cumulative experience of school lives —
which, in turn, inform their knowledge of the student’s world, of school structure, and

of curriculum”, (p. 443).

The first journal entry clearly demonstrates a self-confidence that my personal and
professional biographies combined to service me with an 1dentity strong enough to
survive and positively influence whatever Osbourne and 1ts students presented to me.
This paper aims to document what I experienced throughout the academic year that
followed this entry and the events that led me to concur with Bakhtin (1986) that

however settled or 1n control you feel, something will always .. ‘reveal the perpetual

incompleteness of identity’.



This last year has upset both my personal and professional equilibrium. My 1dentity
has been challenged, destroyed and invited to be reconstructed through experiencing a
school and pupils I never imagined existed. Writing the journal and thesis feel like
important elements of the rebuilding process; physical manifestations of a desperate
search for strength, self respect and positionality as a teacher, lover, father, student
and 1ndividual that has been initiated by a year at Osbourne.

From the complacency of twelve months ago I find my self searching for answers as
to why the last year has left me feeling inadequate, confused and foolish. I have been
enlightened and comforted by Jean-Paul Sartre who stated that if there were a creator
he left human beings with two fatal flaws. That we were created without knowing
who we are and therefore we are continually in search of ourselves. Secondly, we
were created with mental tools inadequate to the task of sound self-definition, (cited

in Cesara, 1982).

The truth of these words resonates through many of my journal entries. Confusion,
panic and a lost, hopeless fatigue imbibe many of the entries. I feel sorry for myself
when I read lonely, pleading passages when I cannot see the sense of my efforts and
the school I am trying to change. Irrespective of the desperation of many of the
entries; writing about my experiences has provided some understanding of the year.
Discovering -through the luxury of reflection at a physical and chronological distance
-...a structure of meaning within which I can understand my own experience’
(Atwood and Tomkins, 1976, p.167), has been an invaluable gift for my efforts with
this paper.

There are more ways than one to understand reality, (Schafer, 1973). To sift meaning
from the mindless detritus of much of this year through writing a journal is a specific

way 1n which I have tried to glean sanity and understanding through self-reflection.



My thesis will aim to present the, (to my mind), incredible events of the year and
reflect on the changes to my body and identity that have been precipitated by these
experiences.

There is a danger that becomes apparent when reading sections of the journal and my
commentary on them that a reader may feel that the work is sensationalist, voyeuristic
and founded on egocentric vanity. I hope that the honest amazement I express and the
challenges posed by a school way beyond the limits of my experience and anticipation
will not be misinterpreted. This is an honest story that provided me with a deep and
sometimes scathing process of self reflection. Any self aggrandisement that may be
apparent is either due to my lack of ability with words or to the genuine amazement
that I still feel that the school has managed to evolve so positively in such a short
period.

I have been aware for a long time that ‘school’ has a special place in people’s
thoughts, fantasies and memories, (Mitchell and Weber 1999, p. 2); and that issues ot
school formed the core of my professional and personal identity. I was proud to be an
experienced manager in special schools after spending years teaching children with
special educational needs; mostly with success and always with enjoyment. A masters
degree 1n ‘special and inclusive education’ gave me an internal confidence and a
professional aura that lent itself easily to the senior professional status I helped
construct around and within my self. Completing the National Professional
Qualification for Headship and successfully undertaking the first part of a
qualification that would eventually pronounce me ‘Doctor of Education’, helped

convince me of the rnightness, depth and success of my career. This professional

landscape was accompanied by a comfortable, fulfilling personal life that centred on



socialising with people involved in schools. My voice was accepted formally and

informally as carrying knowledge and authority within an educational arena.

The contexts of my life that I have outlined were to be crashingly interrupted by what
I did not know and what I had not imagined existed in the form of Osbourne School. |
was to find out that there was much I did not know about education or myself.

[ didn’t know a school that had been in complete meltdown for seven years could still
exist. A place where all semblance of any construction of school and education 1
knew or guessed at had gone. Somewhere my personal and professional biographies
would count for nothing and I would find myself clawing for status, 1dentity and voice
with the other individuals thrown together in the same building. I didn’t know that I
was going to go to school to face aggression, violence and extreme verbal assault on a
daily basis. I wasn’t aware that [ would work with children with such intractable
problems that the impact a Local Education Authonty (LEA) or a school could have
would be negligible (Klein, 1999 pp 1-2).

I knew that OFSTED usually gave a school requiring ‘special measures’ two years to
improve sufficiently to be taken off the ‘at risk’ register, (O’Connor et al 1999,
p.150), and I had experience of such establishments. I didn’t know though what it
would be like to work in a school that had been “at risk’ for seven years. I was
entering a school that had survived permanent closure by a combination of restart,
amalgamation and relocation. A school that had to remain open or the LEA would be
bankrupted 1f 1t had to place the ‘end of the line’ pupil population into non-maintained
provision if Osbourne toundered. I had no experience of a school that due to its

OFSTED inspection of 2001 had unwillingly entered the local and national media

witch-hunt to find the *worst school in Britain’, (ibid, p 240). My experience, my

10



education, my background and my imagination all counted for nothing from day one

of the Autumn Term 2002 at Osbourne.

Osbourne School is located within an inner city and is a secondary school for boys
identified through their educational statements as having emotional and behavioural
difficulties, (EBD). The school is designated to have up to 60 boys on roll aged
between 11 and 16 years of age; at the time I joined the school there were 32 boys on
roll and the average daily attendance was approximately 20 pupils. In the academic
year 2002 — 2003 nearly 30% of the pupils were taxied to the school from other
boroughs.

At the beginning of the academic year recorded in my research journal Osbourne
employed eleven teachers, six teaching assistants, four residential social workers (left
over from the boarding provision that had been closed in July 2002), a full time social
worker, a school councillor, a librarian, one learning mentor, three administration
staff, two premises staff, and part timer cleaners. The catering and grounds
maintenance was contracted to external providers. This staffing list demonstrates that
the school was significantly over funded; receiving more money at that time than an
850 strong comprehensive secondary school two miles away that was also deemed as
being 1n need of special measures.

The purpose of this paper 1s to record and reflect on my experiences during my first
year at the school. To fulfil these criteria I constructed a journal throughout the period
in question and this document forms the data for my research. From my very first day
at Osbourne 1t became apparent that the challenges I was faced with would leave
indelible impressions on my personal and professional identities and within this paper

[ wish to expand, retlect on and learn from these experiences.
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My paper consists of three main sections. Following this introduction will be work
concerned with the methodologies of the research, the journal and the thesis. I will then
relate some of the physical and emotional challenges 1ssued by the school that threatened
to swamp my professional demeanour that had been constructed during twenty years of

working 1n special schools. Before concluding I will discuss issues of 1dentity and the

difficulties and changes undergone by my ‘self’.

Italicised extracts from my research journal are interspersed throughout the thesis in the
hope that they can convey my experiences with a raw emotiveness that contrasts with
more retlective academic writing.

There 1s so much I did not know before I went to work at Osbourne; there 1s still much to

reflect on and increase my learning. Above all I have discovered in the last year that...

“Man can live three weeks without food, three days without water. But he can’t live three
minutes without hope” (Gryn, 1996).



Informal visit to Osbourne School, 25/04/02

After what I had been told on the phone much of the visit to the school came as a
surprise. I left the train at Wandsworth Common and walked for half a mile along a
stretch of fabulously expensive bistros, bars and designer shops...it wasn’t meant to
be like this! Alongside the common was an exclusive looking recreation ground where
pre-season cricket training was proceeding for teenagers dressed in immaculate
whites... it wasn’t meant to be like this either. But looking down the hill towards the
prison I could see that somehow the school clung to the last road and corner of what
could be described as a nice, even exclusive area. The incongruity was painful.
England’s worst school attached to the edge of an area of multi-million pound
houses. What impact for the students when they climbed from their school transport
and saw the expensive cars driven by expensive women on their way to drop their
children at high walled private prep-schools? What impact for the homeowners who
would draw their evening curtains in their four storey Victorian houses with a last
shake of the head at ‘That School’ across the road? I later gleaned that Osbourne
was known by the local residents as ‘The Monkey House’. The nickname stems from

ethnicity, not the behaviour of the students.

The school building itself came as a shock. Instead of the Victorian monolith I had
braced myself for there was a modern, neat building standing in compact grounds.

I had a long wait to meet James and I was horrified when he eventually appeared. 6ft
27, cropped hair (probably from a number 2 clipper), pinstripe suit and ramrod
straight. ‘Oh god’ I thought, ‘he’s an army lad and this whole trip has been a waste of
time, there’s no way that we are going to share common ground over anything,

especially special education’. The smile was warm, the handshake firm and the voice

13



as understated but as expressive of confidence as his bearing. I immediately thought
that I preferred him on the phone. Yet James was warm and he was honest and he had
a healthy and consuming passion about the school and the students he was entrusted
with. The interior of the building was grim and resoundingly demonstrated the poor
and undedicated teaching that James informed me about. At best the environment was

austere but in most areas it was foreboding and threatening.

The few students we met obviously respected James and may even have had some
affection for him. He told me his nickname was ‘FF’ which stands for ‘Fucking Fed’,
this gave me my first public smile about his appearance, this was reflected back and a
glow of mutual connection seemed to flutter again. The boys we came into contact
with were cheeky in an endearing way with James and seemed keen and proud to
bandy words with him. I remarked about the personability of a charming black
student of about fourteen years of age. I was shocked by James’s comment later that
the boy was known as ‘the worst revenge attacker in Wandsworth’, who would...
“always get you if you crossed him no matter how long he had to wait”.

We exchanged greetings and a few words with a wan, thin youth who we met in the
corridor. When we talked later James told me that the boy had been raped at least
three times and infrequently attended school. The strong suspicion of the social
worker and other school professionals was that the boy was undergoing continuous

abuse at the hands of a local shopkeeper who provided him with employment for

several days of the week. The youngster had given up his boarding placement to live

with the man. On a subsequent visit to Wandsworth I saw the two of them walking

together. The man large and unkempt greedily held an off-license carrier bag full of

14



cans of beer. The boy walking a step behind, eyes fixed on the pavement, shoulders

hunched, hands bunched in pocket. The most anonymous of walks.

On this visit 1 felt that Osbourne would take me to the ends of my empathy and
experience working in such a damaged environment with such disenfranchised
children. I felt no fear and no pity just an overwhelming sense of the enormity of the
job that awaited at the school and a growing awareness that [ wanted to be a key part

of the resurrection.
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2. METHODOLOGY

Introduction.
Eighteen months into studying for a doctorate in education, (EdD), my long-term

research plan was thrown into confusion. Since starting the distance learning course 1
had aimed to research the positions of families who had children attending residential
special education placements. This was a field in which I had completed a significant
amount of work already and was a topic that continued to stimulate my passion and
interest. I felt sure that I had the contacts, the literature and the drive to produce a
paper I could reflect on and use to inform my work.

My successful application to Osbourne School meant that this research plan
became impossible to execute. I was aware that my new appointment would be
demanding and that basing my forthcoming research project alongside my work
context would be necessary. Beyond this I had little i1dea of how and where to direct
research within a new job that I was still somewhat 1ignorant about.

[ found myself cognitively disengaging from the EdD course and beginning to
suggest to myself that deferring for a year whilst I came to grips with my new post
might be the best 1dea. I shared these thoughts with the course director (who was to
become my supervisor for this paper). She reminded me of our shared interest in
autoethnography and how this methodology might lend itself to research linked to my
new appointment. She had experience of failing inner-city schools and suggested to
me that keeping a retlective journal as research data would offer me some catharsis
from a job she rightly predicted would be very demanding. I distinctly remember
verbally agreeing with her whilst being internally amused at the idea that my new post
would demand an escape valve. I was at that time supremely confident in my

professional abilities and personal strengths.

16



At a series of informal meetings my future supervisor worked hard to convince
me that a work centred autoethnography could be valuable to my self as well as being
academically viable. The results of her logical persuasiveness has been an extensive
research journal, this paper that i1s drawn from the data and a degree ot personal
reflection that I have never before expernienced.

In this methodology section I aim to discuss autoethnography and how it has evolved
as an academically acceptable research tool. The intimate relationship between the
research field, the researcher and the writing of ones self at the centre of the research
are relevant 1ssues that are addressed within this chapter. Examples of some of the
different writing styles I used in the journal are submitted with brief explanations of
the reasons for their employment. This segment of the paper then examines the
relationship between journal writing and redrafting and how these processes meld
with the construction of the thesis as memoir work. Some of the ethical considerations

entwined into my position as insider researcher are also considered.

The decision to write a ‘different’ ethnography

Since embarking on a masters degree in education six years ago I have
discovered that I like to read ethnography and anthropology for pleasure; for example
Hurston, 1942, Malinowski, 1967. I have also become interested in the methodology
of ethnography and how this has developed and widened in the last few years. In spite
of these literary experiences the decision to write an autoethnography concerned me
as | realised there would be a considerable challenge involved in making my thesis
academically sound within the methodology chapter.

In response to this concern I can state that my research does fulfil many

‘traditional’ critenia ot ethnographic study. My work reflects an extended period of
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intimate study, intense observation and extended occupancy of the research context,
(Van Maanen, 1982, pp 103-104). Access and entry into the research arena were
sensitive components of the research, (Janesick, 1998, p.29) and are discussed fully 1n
section four of this paper. There are tensions affirming the paradox of being a
researcher who 1s both an insider and an outsider at the same time, (Pring, 2000,
pp.104-105); that will be addressed later in this section. The work I carried out
attempted to acknowledge the perspectives, communications and interactions of the
groups and individuals I was working with, (1bid). I also fulfilled Hammersley and
Atkinson’s demand that an ethnographer has to be part of the social world they are
studying, (1983).

Combined with meeting these guidelines I believe my research addresses the

advice that honest ethnography has the responsibility to ...

~Tell stories from the side of policy that 1s never asked to speak, to interrupt
the hegemony of elite voices dictating what 1s good for this segment of the
population”, (Fine and Weiss, 1998, p.31).

Stephen Ball reiterates this with his demand for ethnography to be ...
“disruptive... about giving voice to the unheard”, (1994, p.4). Meeting the
expectations of these authors whilst working/researching within the location of
Osbourne School has encouraged me to seek academic grounding for what I hope is
an adventurous, autoethnographic method of research that disturbs and gives voice to
the extraordinary events and people I encountered in my work context.

Further reassurance 1n my quest for academic validity is offered by Denzin
who asserts that qualitative research 1s moving towards its sixth ‘moment’ which is

characterised by reflective, experiential texts that are ‘messy, subjective, open ended,

conflicted and feminist influenced’, (1994, p.559). Coffey, (1999), also acknowledges
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the feminist and post modern contemporary research movements as contributing to an
understanding that research texts can contain emotive, personal and complex 1ssues
such as those within my thesis and journal, (p.152). The realisation that the researcher
and those who are researched are ‘gendered, racialised, sexualised, embodied and
emotional; (ibid, pp. 125-126), gives what has proved to be a fundamentally personal
autoethnography the foundation to build a complexity of i1ssues upon.

Much of my research journal is written in an emotive style that reflects not just
what I said and thought but also what I could not or dare not say or do. To represent
the most intimate and personal thought within an academic paper has taken courage;
not just in the revelation of self but also in the ambition that an investigation of the
personal can be academically acceptable. However Charmaz and Mitchell, 1997 and
Van Maanen, 1988, are encouraging when both assert that the narrator of an
ethnography having an impersonal, near invisible status is now questionable.

There have been concerns that more traditional theory and methodology may
not afford qualitative researchers access to expressing their emotions in sufficient
depth whilst presenting their work, (Gubrium and Holstein, 1997, p.57). This has led
towards a new language of qualitative method that is alive with emotionality and
inner experience, (Cofiey, p.136). The new acceptability of ‘brute being’ and
‘passionate engrossment’ (Gubrium and Holstein, 1997, pp.57-59) with a research
subject I believe lends my research writing academic authenticity.

Recording research using autoethnography represents the utilisation of an
alternative approach to textural representation, (Coffey, 1999, p.147), and epitomises
the diversity of recent ethnographic work reflecting an interpretive turn within this

research method, (1bid). Mulkay argues for research texts that are more messy; not

only to present the challenging and disturbing writing demanded by other authors, but
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also to allow for the development of more creative forms of representation, (1985). 1

feel that my autoethnography meets these strictures.

What is autoethnography?

After being fortified by the academic guidance I have outlined 1t became 1mportant to
try and discover a workable definition of autoethnographic methodology. The way
that autoethnography has evolved however makes precise definitions and applications

problematical but 1t can be understood as ....

**...an autobiographical genre of writing and research that displays multiple
layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to the cultural,” (Ellis and Bochner,

2000, p.739).

An autoethnographer will move between gazing inward towards the self and
looking outward toward social and cultural aspects of their expernience, (Reed-
Danahay, 1997). As this happens the distinctions between the personal and the
cultural may become blurred and indistinct. I consider these hazily defined borders as
being strengths of autoethnography and this has helped designate what I have aimed
for with my research; that 1s...

“.... Institutional stories affected by history, social structure and culture, which

themselves are dialectically revealed through actions, feelings, thought and language,”
(Ellis and Bochner, 2000, p.739).

Within this framework 1s my story and how I connected with the research
field. Writing the autoethnography presents the interconnectedness of the self and the
field as symbiotic and adds a critical reflection to the story and the ongoing quest of

trying to make sense out of who we are and what we do, (Coffey, 1999, Agar, 1986,

p.X1).
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Autoethnography is similar in practice to ethnography in that it records and
reflects upon people and voices, interactions, communication and encounters. Both
methods can adhere to Krieger’s conclusion that social science should reflect the
unique personal self of the writer, (1979). As well as providing a vehicle to represent
myself through the academic year 2002-2003; I would agree that autoethnography has
allowed me to make more sense of the daily ebb and flow of life at Osbourne School
than a more traditional ethnography written without the explicit personal
representations would have done, (Quinney, 1996, p.356). The work has also helped
me reflect on and understand the grip of the past upon the present, (1bid) in both
personal and professional terms.

Writing an autoethnography has been cathartic on many occasions — my
supervisor was right. In my experience Ellis and Bochner are also correct in that
undertaking autoethnography can be intensely therapeutic, (2000, p.754). This has
been particularly relevant for me during the thesis writing stage when from both
physical and chronological distance I was able to reflect back on the school and my
self and see how both had developed.

Whatever the audience for my autoethnography, I hope my experiences will be
able to 1nspire some critical reflection from others; what 1s referred to by Rorty as ‘the
inspirational value of reading,” (1982, in Ellis and Bochner, 1996, pp.22-23). The
process for researcher and reader may prove to be intimidating and enhance a feeling

of vulnerability but the end result will not be boring or sterile, (1bid).
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My self at the centre

Since starting my research journal I have been aware of issues that could arise when
placing oneself as the pivot of a research project and the main subject of a thesis
drawn from autoethnographic data. The dramatic improvements I recorded that
occurred 1n a dangerous, physically threatening and violent environment could be read
as entreaties for praise or self-adulation. The rigours of fulfilling the role of
researcher/worker are made explicit in section four of this paper and could be
translated as sympathy seeking. The concept of autoethnography in general and my
research 1n particular could be branded as egocentric and as over stating my self-
importance. I hope that a cnitical reader will not find me guilty of these charges and
this next sub-section endeavours to justify the reasons for the placing of my self at the
centre of a research project.

It 1s now more common for researchers to reflect upon their field experiences;
however issues of 1dentity, selthood and emotion are still often referred to and
interpreted in tangential ways, (Coftey, 1999, p.1). The same author calls for
recognition that fieldwork 1s personal, emotional and 1dentity work and that these
1ssues are intimately related and are understood best 1f research 1s acknowledged as
being part of a process of self presentation and 1dentity construction, (1bid). If the self
1s acknowledged only as a research tool then opportunities for growth and reflection
may be lost and the 1dentity of the researcher remains partial and fragmented.

There are now attempts to locate the self more centrally as part of the research
project by... “Treating the self as a unit of analysis,” (ibid, p.124). There are different

ways of doing this and no specific genre (ibid), however autoethnography is one
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research methodology that seeks to do this and can provide meaningtul insight
through the process.

The self; ones 1dentity and personality, are continuously shaped by
Interactions, relationships and experiences that do not of course stop when research is
being carried out ... “to deny the impact of fieldwork on the construction of self
rather misses the point,” (ibid, p.158). The self should not therefore be viewed as
detached from the practical and intellectual processes of fieldwork but should be
acknowledged as being able to change and more finely attune the researcher to what is
happening 1n the research field. This is true in the case of my reflections on the
autoethnographic text I produced where my research into my self revealed significant
challenges and changes experienced by my identity throughout the research. Without
placing my self at the centre of the fieldwork, insufficient emotional depth and
retlection would have meant that these important developments were not fully
recognised and reported.

Again this 1s grounded in feminist discourse that locates itself as gendered,
embodied, sexualised and emotional; incapable of participating in research that is
neutral or hygienic, (Cotfey, 1999, p.12). There is then a place for emotionally
intelligent autoethnography and if we ignore our emotions by denying they exist and
impact on our work, this will diminish the knowledge we produce; (Gearing, 1995,
p.209).

Personal narratives that place the self at the core of the research process are
becoming more common with authorities on qualitative methodology, (Coffey, 1999,
Atkinson and Silverman, 1997). There 1s widespread agreement that centralising the
self in personal narrative can ofter the benefit of uniquely privileged data, (Coffey,

1999, p.115). This 1s certainly the case in my autoethnography where tulfilling the
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dual role of worker/researcher afforded me the most intimate access to the
extraordinary events both around and within me. Fieldwork became identity work,
(1ib1d).

Some of my journal entries during the research process fulfil the criteria ot
‘confessional ethnography’, (Van Maanen, 1988, Atkinson, 1996), where the self 1s
written 1nto the research process as part of a narrative or story. This can serve to both
reveal and restore the self, (Coffey, 1999, p.117), and the benefit of this partnership
was affirmed by my experience.

Placing my self at the centre of the research process infused the data with a
realism that would have been 1impossible to reproduce from a more marginal position.
With such strange events being recorded on a regular basis 1 found myself reading the
research journal thinking — ‘I hope that people can believe that this 1s what I am
actually trying to live through?’ Positioning my self at the centre of the story and
recording my most intimate and dangerous thoughts helped me to seek authenticity
through a voice that was frequently confessional and divulgent, hoping that readers
would believe and engage with me...

... ~“The narrative is therapeutic not only for the teller but also for the audience(s).
Viewing, hearing or reading a confessional (interview) invites complicity with the

penetration of the private self... dramaturgy ... atffirms the interiority of the self. It

displays the emergence of a true self that escapes the bonds of private reticence.”
(Atkinson and Silverman, 1997, p.313).
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Positioning my self at the centre of the research was beneficial to the authenticity and
urgency of the material I presented. There is an ongoing concern in research
methodology that a critical distance between the researcher and the research field has
to be maintained if meaningful critical reflection is to be undertaken. It is this issue I

shall now discuss.

Too close or not close enough to the research?

I could not have lived closer or thought more intimately about the research
project than I did during the academic year 2002 - 2003. As a worker I was absolutely
determined to do anything and everything to help Osbourne propel 1tself out of
‘Special Measures.” This meant fifteen-hour days during the week, work at the
weekends and a physical, emotional and intellectual commitment to the school that |
felt was unusual enough to be the focus of an autoethnography.

In tandem with this professional context came my role as researcher. Various
stimuli from my personal history meant that once I had decided on the research
nothing would stop me from submitting my thesis on time. My perspective on my
identity meant that to submit late would represent abject failure. In practical terms this
resulted in almost all available time away from school when not engaged on school
work being directed towards dictating about, writing about or thinking about i1ssues
concerning Osbourne. I was constantly, overpoweringly close to the research project.
There existed then a challenge to attain a position balanced on the ‘interface between
familiarity and strangeness,’ (Cottey, 1999, p.19) that could afford me critical
reflective distance.

Traditionally the image of ethnographer is as a stranger, (ibid, p.20).

Historically the researcher progresses towards enlightenment whilst achieving a
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personal and professional distance; over-familiarity is seen as a problem, (1bid).
Delamont, (1992) and Geer, (1964) submit that an innocence of the research context
and the maintenance of a detached relationship between researcher and researched 1s
what provides the space for analysis, original thought and a rounded appreciation of
the context.

In spite of these positions the concept of researching as an ‘other’ remained
for me problematic and blurred. Coffey argues that by trying to adopt the role of
stranger the researcher will do no more than deny the situatedness and connectedness
of the fieldwork and the research; and that this relationship can never be removed,
(1999, p.22). As I have stated, I do not think I could have been any more immersed in
Osbourne School. Nevertheless, however familiar, (and some people said obsessed) 1
was with the school, there remained a sense of strangeness. This feeling and the
thoughts 1t promulgated went beyond surprise at observing the events that were
happening and extended 1nto bewilderment at the cognitive, emotional and 1dentity
based changes I recorded for the research into my self. The school, the members of its
community and the occurrences were unusual enough for a sense of otherness, (and
anxiety), to coexist alongside my constant exposure to the school. I became familiar
with strangeness but the multiplicity of circumstances and characters representing the
abnormal kept my reflections energetic and far from blasé.

The same was also true for me when balancing knowledge and ignorance of
the research field. My previous learning and personal/professional experiences had
been enough for me to be successtul at the interview for my new post and I could talk
about education and schools past, present and future with passion and insight.

[rrespective of this Osbourne was totally unpredictable to me and I could in no way

divine what was going to happen. The school was such a combustible tinderbox of
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unstructured, desperate individuals and destructive histories that my 1gnorance as
researcher/worker meant that new experiences and information were thrust upon me

constantly. My knowledge and experience counted for nothing during most days and
my research journal records and reflects on this ignorance and stupetaction.

If a researcher loses the ability to stand back from the knowledge they are
experiencing they may face analytic problems, (Coffey, 1999, p.23). This 1s also
accurate if ... “the perspective of the researcher becomes indistinguishable from that
of the host culture,” (1bid). This second point became partly true for me when I
adopted some secondary i1dentity defence strategies; (discussed fully in section four),
when I began to ape some of the boys behaviour to make my life easier in the school.
This 1ssue was diluted by the fact that I was aware that these secondary behaviours
were occurring and they became a strategy upon which to reflect rather than a
subconscious defensive reaction that clouded my judgement.

The main challenge that was 1ssued by my closeness to the research in terms
of maintaining a reflective and analytical position was the hopelessness of the schools
position and the many soulless days that pulverised my spirit with their negativity. On
these not infrequent days — especially 1n the first six months — my reaction,
(intellectually and emotionally although never physically) was to think — ‘forget 1t.’
The interconnectedness of my role as researcher/worker meant that the reaction of
‘forget it’ encompassed my research context as well as my employment status. On
these occasions contributing to my research journal let alone reflecting 1n an
academically acceptable way was not possible. I often lifted my self out of these
despondent moods by contributing to my journal, (usually after about a week of

silence); convincing myself that at least my academic ambitions were ‘on course’
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even if the school continued to fail spectacularly and my professional identity was in
Crisis.

In these despondent interludes the loss of my intellectual ability to reflect and
Investigate meant that meaningful research was not carried out. In evaluating the

entire research process these interruptions were not enough to stop me from agreeing

with commentators who have argued that it 1s necessary ...

“for full identification and total immersion in a culture, 1n order to facilitate analytical
fieldwork,” (Coftey, 1999, p.32).

This, in my experience, became resonantly true when my research cycle of
separation, transition and reintegration took place on a daily basis, (see section tour).
The boundaries between work, research, professional and personal relationships
became so blurred by the demands of the school day that a conscious surrender to

total immersion within the research field was the only way of securing analytical
terrain. Trying to understand and reflect on my life from a distance where the

boundaries between the roles of researcher and worker had dissolved because of the

speed and frequency with which the research cycle was occurring rapidly proved to be

an exercise 1n futility.

When I understood this I shared my decision to relax and accept the overwhelming

role of researcher/worker with those who loved and cared for me away from
Osbourne School. With this, (strictly time limited) step taken, my anxieties about not
fulfilling roles properly and many of the daily difficulties of the separation and
reintegration stages of the research process ceased to be as troublesome. Critical,
reflective distance was achieved through my (and those around me), acceptance that
total immersion 1n the research arena was crucial to the successful communion of my

selves as researcher and worker during this phase of my life.
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[ believe that my continuous engagement with the school on every level gave
me what Patti Lather refers to as ‘catalytic validity,” (1991, 1993). Thais 1s the extent
to which research motivates those carrying it out to make sense of and critique what 1s
happening in order to carry out change, (Sikes and Clark, 2004,). This represents
research as praxis, resulting in committed, informed action, (Carr and Kemmis, 1986)
that comes from a process of seeking emancipatory knowledge that increases
awareness of contradictions hidden or distorted by everyday happenings or
occurrences, (Lather, 1986, p.260, Sikes and Clark, 2004,). My closeness to the
research allowed me to focus on my own experiences, perceptions and interpretations
through autoethnography. The depth and messiness of detail that total immersion in
the research reveals has combined with a personal style of writing and reflection to
provide me with an opportunity to empower myself and transform my situation,
(Sikes and Clark, 2004,).

Autoethnographic study does raise 1ssues for the researcher and can have
limitations. It 1s also a demanding discipline and discussions surrounding the

boundaries of autoethnography form the next sub section of the paper

Autoethnograpy: issues arising.

The giving and accessing of voice through the autoethnography I have
authored remains problematic for me and open to the subjective interpretation of the
reader. The study of my self even though specifically aimed at not being egocentric
necessarily reflects my central position within the project. Locating the body of the
research within me bestows the power of voice and opinion into my writing. A
cursory, uncritical read of the research may yield a sympathetic reaction for me and

represent me as an educational crusader battling against children who are awful in an
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etfort to establish an effective inner city special school. The ingredients for a
traditional good versus evil/good overcoming evil read are all there, the ‘hero’ is even
white, male, heterosexual, non disabled and superficially middle class.

This interpretation would however miss one of the main objectives of the
paper which was to find a voice for the mistrusted and disenfranchised young people I
was working with. Within the thesis I feel this is made explicit through the chapters
on ‘school meltdown’ and ‘the boys’ that trace the causes as well as the effects of the
behaviour displayed within Osbourne. However when reading the research journal as
a “stand alone’ autoethnography without the explanatory thesis I do not think that I
priontised tinding a voice for the pupils explicitly enough and would focus on this
more 1t conducting a similar project.

One of my aims for the research was that some of the intimate reflections
within the text would encourage an audience to trust the material and hear previously
audible voices speaking through my words. The likelihood of this ambition being
realised is called into question by Strathern, (1987, p.17) who states that even an
insider researcher cannot claim to truly represent the voice of anyone except
themselves. Other writers are equally critical of access to a range of voices being
attributed as a quality of outsider ethnography. However Lejeune, (1989) and Deck,
(1990) state that first hand experience and knowledge of the culture will lend
authenticity and authority to the text and the voices it seeks to amplify.

The production and analysis of lives through ethnography and
autoethnography should be concerned with the giving or restoring of voice, (Coftey,
1999, p.129). At various times my autoethnographic journal represents a monograph,

at other times detailed discussions are recorded, stories are written that seek to portray

an increasingly intimate and reflective voice, official reports are included to
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purposefully strip away opinionated voice and present facts as they were formally
recorded. With the intentional exception of this last style of journal entry, the entire
document was written reflectively in an attempt to capture and give voice to the
voiceless... ‘giving them physical and textual space and a written voice is a particular
strategy of ethnographic representation’, (1ibid, p.150). My uncertainty comes as to
whether I have asked the reader of my autoethnographic journal who has not accessed
this thesis to ‘listen too carefully’ and that previously inaudible voices have remained
SO.

The major reason for this happening is that my voice may have overpowered others
through the texts I have written. Nevertheless with all due respect to the importance of
listening to others at the school, my voice has to carry clarity and volume for the
autoethnography to be more than a paper exercise. My writing gave me much of the
knowledge, conviction and reflection to push for school improvement with an
education authority that in my opinion had been criminally negligent whilst
overseeing Osbourne’s degeneration into the chaos that overtook it. If the voicing of
my experiences, efforts and learning helps any school avoid what Osbourne went
through it is worthwhile - even at the expense of talking over some of the
disempowered voices of the children I was working with.

With my self and my voice centralised within the research I became aware that my
autoethnography was what one lay reader, (who I specifically asked to read my work
to comment on punctuation) described as ‘a really good read.” Although there are
many positives to celebrate about readable and accessible research the comment
worried me. The happenings at the school were sensational and intriguing but I did
not want to author a paper that would be regarded first and foremost as lurid. The

history of Osbourne had resulted in it attracting a considerable amount of
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sensationalist publicity and this was a situation I did not want to exacerbate through
my writing. Difficulty arises when trying to strike a balance between an accurate
autoethnography that records physical, emotional and intellectual struggles to come to
terms with extraordinary occurrences in a school whilst trying not to titillate
unwelcome voyeurism within the reader.

When the local and tabloid press discovered the 2001 Ofsted report on

Osbourne 1t ...

... “translated 1its official language into lurid journalese, considerable interest
was provoked. People wanted to know the gory details and whilst 1t 1s impossible to
know what was arousing curiosity; prurience and voyeurism are likely to have
motivated some readers to seek out the full account on the internet; (the report was
taken off the web for a while because of the overt interest). Journalists chose their
words to appeal to their clienteles and to attract extra readers to their papers”, (Sikes

and Clark, 2004).

Truthfully recording events and interactions at Osbourne without constructing a
sensational ‘good read’ proved to be impossible. It 1s beyond my authorship to
unequivocally re-present ‘reality’ and it 1s important to recognise that ‘writing 1s not
an 1nnocent practice’ and that in the social sciences there 1s only ‘interpretation’,
(Denzin, 2000, p.898). If this is the case then it must be acknowledged that my
autoethnography has the same relationship regarding its words and the effects they
may have upon the readers as the journalists who also chose to write about the school,
(Sikes and Clark 2004,).

The justification I offer for creating an autoethnography redolent with
verbatim reports of pupils’ obscene language and wild behaviour is an attempt to
convey what it actually feels like to be in the environment of a failing EBD school in
meltdown. The writing hopefully makes an ‘imaginative contact’ with the reader,

(Goodson and Sikes, 2001, p.50), more so than traditional academic styles. My aim
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was also based upon an inclusive agenda. Why deny what is actually happening as
this would further denigrate and disengage the young people portrayed in the
research? The journal may well be ‘a good read’ and have a significant emotional
impact on readers who may be astonished at what has happened within a school.
However the key to reading as well as writing autoethnography appears to be the
ability to maintain a critical distance and it 1s this position that can desensationalise
my autoethnography of Osbourne.

My final concern with adopting autoethnography as the methodology for this
research 1s that of confidentiality. There largely remains a state of 1gnorance about
this research within Osbourne itself. Before starting the project I formally and
informally sought the permission of the Chair of the schools governing body to carry
out the research. He was not disinterested but quickly took the view that he did not
really understand what I had written to him about and ‘everything would be fine as
long as 1t didn’t affect my work and I would not leave on completion.” In September
2002 he had little 1dea where the research could lead and to be fair, neither had I. My
other colleagues took and still maintain a detached, slightly amused position that I am
‘doing research.’ Attempts to explain are greeted with polite indifterence and
disinterest; they are preoccupied with other things.

Now in April 2004, there sits on my desk an autoethnography and nearly
complete thesis that could threaten and ruin reputations, careers and personal lives.
The confidentiality of these intimate and revealing writings 1s vital; yet what is the
point of the work 1f 1t 1s to be filed as ‘closed access’ forever? Much of the value of
the paper lies in 1ts candour but this depends on detail and honest revelation that

cannot be shared beyond relationships with my supervisor, examiners and typist.
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The university and those involved have to agree to maintain the confidentiality
of the paper or else it will have to be ruthlessly edited thus loosing its immediacy and
importance to me. All names have of course been changed but the detail of the work
means it would be straightforward to discover which failing, inner city secondary
school for boys with EBD is involved. The autoethnography and subsequent thesis
will have to remain confidential or else the unfairness and damage this would cause to
the school and those who feature in its story would destroy the validity of the research
methodology. Edited sections of the paper and the lessons learned from my
experiences will be used in a variety of arenas that I will amplify in the conclusion to
this thesis. The location of the autoethnography and the 1dentity of its cast must
however remain camouflaged.

The final subsection in this methodology chapter investigates the mechanics

and processes of producing an autoethnographic journal and subsequent doctoral

thesis.

Producing an autoethnography

The research journal I created as my autoethnographic data has a rawness about its
presentation that symbolises much of the content. I managed the practicalities ot
producing this ongoing research journal by using a ‘Dictaphone’ to record events and
my reflections upon them. The tapes — usually between one and two hours of
recording — were then passed to a friend who I paid to transcribe them onto tloppy
disk. When this work came back to me I would then edit typographical errors and add
details to the events and extend my reflections with the benefit of hindsight. These
additions were minimal and 1 was not overly stringent with grammar, sentence

construction and hunting down every spelling mistake. What I wanted was a visceral
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record, a piece of writing to communicate with; something basic that dripped urgency

that I could privately interact with and remember through. The 273 pages of the

journal reflect this ambition and have taken heed that ...

... (with stories), “the fine honing that comes from constant reconstructing, retelling
and polishing also removes them farther and farther away from the reality they are
supposedly portraying,” (Sutherland, 1997, p.21).

My autoethnography is not polished and does not pretend or want to be.
Constructing the journal, (even though my main contribution to its practical
production was through recorded speech), fulfilled many of the identified advantages
of writing. I was not influenced by audience reactions/expectations, I had to organise
my thoughts within a certain structure, it represents a fixed and permanent record ot a
period of time and the journal gives my experience a status and a significance worth

exploring; (Crawford et al, 1992, pp.47-48). The way the journal 1s written constitutes

the next subsection.

The style of my autoethnography

My research journal is written in the first person. The majority of it 1s
conversational and reflects what I felt about particular events and the position of the
school in general. It 1s a dialogue with my self and accurately represents my general

confusion, emotional disquiet and physical discomfort through the academic year

2002-2003. The autoethnography was also a vehicle I used for debate to try and find

resolutions for certain 1ssues ......

All these happenings and different attitudes have come about at the same time as our

‘clamping down’. Cause or coincidence — I'm not going to commit myself finally one
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way or the other at present. I don’t think we would have had any kind of positive
response to our expectations without the relationships being in existence that have
been built up so painstakingly upon such huge investments of time, emotion and
understanding of suffering that were made by some of us in that first term. We have
tried so hard to make ourselves count to the kids and it seems that we have achieved
this to a degree. Scaffolded by these relationships we are now making demands of the
kids, (they are still making huge demands of us), and at the moment, ten days into the
term these seem to be answered positively.

A lot of my unhappiness and confusion at the moment is actually the fact that I think
I’'m miffed by the state of affairs that I have just outlined. At Osbourne I am used to
being the ‘SEN expert’ who everyone consults on matters such as relationships with
the pupils and it looks like in this case I have been proved to be comprehensively
wrong. I have continuously and vociferously stated that I felt that HMI were
inaccurate in their judgement of where the school is in terms of its development and
what the kids would be able to work with and tolerate. However the signs are that the
school and the boys are mostly happy, (with one or two spectacular exceptions), with
the new boundaries that we have set.

[ remain doubly confused because this ‘clampdown’ challenges so much of
what I though Osbourne would be after making all those initial sacrifices, the
exhaustive bridge building and the provision of as many opportunities as possible for
the kid’s emotions and communications to express themselves through. I thought
these things would be enough. Really, I was convinced that the pupils would reach
out when they saw me reaching so far towards them and taking all the shit and abuse
and kicks and punches and everything else I've put up with and coming back for

more, day in, day out without missing a minute. And all this based upon what I always
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thought was a fairly successful personality. I've never had and great difficulties
charming my way in life with any group of people — even building and roofing gangs
when doing part time work when I was a student. In truth I thought the kids would
find me irresistible sooner rather than later and would come round to my way of
thinking through persuasiveness and personal connection once the initial rejection
had worn off. I did think my way would facilitate a crucial change. Not necessarily
some evangelical resurrection of values and the magical formation of a caring,
equality based community but I thought the tide would irrevocably change and the
kids would start reaching for me and the school and I wouldn’t have to put myself out
so much all of the time. This happened in a limited way but not as much as I thought
or hoped for on a consistent and lasting basis.

Now I've come back and been part of a new more direct approach. Compared to any
way in which I have ever worked before this feels somewhat like shooting from the hip
but we have achieved beyond what I anticipated and I think I’'m fundamentally
challenged; I'm also disappointed. ['m not sure exactly why I feel like this. Maybe I’'m
disappointed with myself for being wrong. Maybe I’'m disappointed, disappointed for

being naive or soft and feel that what I thought was a concrete, unmoveable value
based attitude towards education has been significantly challenged by this more
proactive and ultimately more confrontational strategy. Internally I am deeply
unsettled and disturbed because my experiences of the first ten days of term go
against everything that I've ever held close in my SEN practice.

I'm an SEN professional who has always prided himself on humanistic values with
approaches and strategies aligned to teaching and management that are above all

empathic. The way we have started the term does not feel empathic but seems effective

for many pupils and positive Jor the atmosphere and progress of the school. I haven'’t
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yet pinpointed where the solution to my internal debate may lie and I think ['m

possibly scared of the answer!

Away from the main style used throughout the journal are various stories. Later in the
thesis I have included ‘Home visit to Jimmie Francis’; a story that focuses on the
abject poverty that many of the pupils live in. These occasional stories were written
following an event that made a particularly significant impression on me. They were
not dictated but typed immediately into my computer when I returned home at the end
of the day in question. There was no planning to them; they were words that moved
something inside me to feel that they just had to be recorded. They are more carefully
edited than the rest of the journal as I wondered if they could be shared with a wider
audience than the rest of the research. These stories contain more dialogue than other
journal entries and often access a deeper voice from within my self than the rest of the

autoethnography. This 1s an example of this different style of story telling...

The February half term provided my first appearance in court as a professional
teacher. Seljit, the boy who along with his friends had made such explicit death
threats to me that we permanently excluded him from the school and prosecuted him
was scheduled to appear in court during the break.

To make the best of a bad journey to London [ had arrived at work at 6.30 a.m. as
usual and with James had started interviewing prospective teaching assistants at
7.30a.m. What a great start to the holiday, (we actually worked until 8p.m. that night
catching up on tasks undone through the hurly-burly of term time and creating an

action plan for the next half term leading up to the next visit of the inspectorate).
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Today is the second day of the ‘break’ and I have already e-mailed two documents to

school and have been working on begging letters to ‘Standards Fund’ administrators

and evaluating the HMI action plan.

Balham Youth Court was the venue for Seljit’s trial. He was being charged with
affray and with his already long youth offending record there was danger for him that
he might receive his first custodial sentence. I had received the support of his mother
for pressing charges against him as she has serious difficulties with him at home and
in her words... ‘someone needed to teach him a lesion’. She said that Seljit had
recently had a... ‘bottle stuck in his mouth but even that has not learned him’. His
mother is one of Osbourne’s more supportive parents and she has a good job as a
P.A. in social services. We have also recently taken on Seljit’s brother Walter as a full

time teaching assistant so there appears to be far less case for Seljit’s wild behaviour

then there is for many more of our other students.

James and I overestimated the journey and arrived very early. We parked and sat
outside a café having a sandwich and coffee, enjoying the unexpected February sun.
We had been comparing and rehearsing the incident forms we had written back in
December when the incident had occurred. Even though we were not meant to collude
we wanted to make sure that there were no discrepancies in our accounts after putting
up with so much from Seljit. We were not vengeful we were just being as thorough as
we are with everything else to do with the school. James often gets mistaken for a
policeman and the pair of us sitting around the corner from the youth court, suited
and booted with newly cut hair must have looked to the whole world like a pair of
coppers waiting to give evidence. As I reached into the inside pocket of my suit to pull

out a document, two lads who had been approaching looked at me and took to their

39



heels at top speed. I wondered if they thought I was about to serve them with a
warrant of sorts?
Again the misconception as we entered the court building. This time from the private

security guard lolling at the entrance kiosk...

‘You are the officers for which case’?

‘Sorry, Pardon’?

‘Which case are you here for? You are policemen aren’t you’?
‘No we 're teachers’.

‘Oh it’s just that you do sort of look like...’

‘Yeah I know thanks’.

It is strange for me being on the right side of the establishment and being one of the
‘have’ club rather than the peripheral figure I have always seen myself as and been
comfortable with. Putting on a tie that morning and donning my newly cleaned suit I

felt that [ was dressing powerfully; to deliver what message...?

‘Don’t fuck with me and my school sonny’?
‘Ah yes your honour, look at me, upright and respectable, a bit like you 1n fact, lets

fuck this little shit up together’?

This writing seems to now be following the thought script of ‘The Loneliness of the
Long Distance Runner’. Strangely I have the thoughts of the anti-hero Smith and the

status of the ‘Toffs’ he and I so despise.
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My social and spatial confusion is added to by the events that precede the hearing
The representative of the ‘Crown Prosecution Service’ (how grand) bustles in. She is
30ish, black and enormous. Endlessly hassled and busy yet somehow finding time to
be sympathetic and supportive without really listening, obviously reading the papers
for the first time. She takes in detail with her ears and eyes at the same time and
within a couple of minutes knows the case as well as I do.
She exits the room and then returns and says that she has been discussing the
proceedings with the defence lawyer who wants to make a deal as he does not want
to... ‘Take on and disagree with two respectable headteacher’s who he knows he has
no chance of discrediting’. (I am an insider, a ‘Toff’ and I cannot be discredited!. If
only they knew how hard I often try to discredit myself.
The policeman who I have spoken with many times over the phone about the case and
yet never met now joins us in the prosecution witness room. He is tall, falsely social
and wears a pink shirt; I dislike him immediately and can feel the feeling is mutual ...
‘This Seljit then, what a wanker. He'’s just turned up and is giving it the large that
he’s got people waiting for him round the corner in case anything happens with you

two. What a wanker or what?’

His voice is surprisingly cultured and at the end of each stanza his false, courtesy

laugh lasts an incredibly long time — a falsetto giggle that begs you to dare to break

off eye contact and be the loser before it’s finished. The three of us sit there and
exchange the boring, predictable, anecdotal male banter of — ‘my job’s really hard
and difficult with a big physical element don’t you know’, and I become progressively
more jaded and nervous as this facile interaction continues. I have met many
policemen and always seem to end up engaging in this primal territory marking

exercise with them. They are never as interesting as coppers on telly.
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The clerk of the court comes into the room and calls for me. He is instantly
likeable in his rumpled beyond belief brown suit, similarly rumpled smile and
astonishing likeness to Gene Wilder. Wobbly legged I follow him thinking... ‘oh my
god it’s the head teachers’ office yet again,’ except I remember that it’s not me this
time who's for it, I am the one doing the telling, the grassing, the splitting. I'm on the
side of the angels!

The court is quiet and dim with the surprising sun penetrating even this dark,
dry, place; the sunbeams letting dust dance within them to the same rhythm you find
in museums and libraries.

I deny any belief, (wondering if I lose any establishment points for this) and
read from the atheist card in a soft, well-spoken voice that my body chooses as being
the best representative of ... ‘dedicated, hard working public servant grievously
wronged.’ My mind tells my voice to read the longer, more obscure words with
confidence and volume to convey my image of educated belonging as strongly as
possible.

The magistrate is avuncular and reminds me of the more benign middle age
Dickens characters engaged in business and the professions. Beneath the sheep’s
clothing there is an authority and sharpness which he shows me later that seems to
surprise me and the others in the court. I ask the clerk for some water and hold it
lightly in my fingers whilst drinking to try and not betray again the shaking that I
know the defence council saw when 1 first held the plastic cup.

The prosecutor helps me through my lines and I think I've done well. She prompts me
frequently with ... ‘was there anything else, what happened then, did anything else
happen,’ and each time she does this she sends me into a minor panic because I know

[ have left something out. I am painfully aware that exams were never my strong
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point. I think I have done ok and I have not once looked at Seljit during this exchange.
I continue to ignore him constantly, (why), and turn to my right to face the defence
council who is thin with horned rim glasses and immediately reminds me of a social
worker who I particularly dislike. He tries to pick holes in my story and I sense he is
angry that he has nothing to go on and we have made him challenge us and he knows
he is not going to get anywhere.
In spite of this there is a frustration I feel with his endless and obvious attempts to
discredit me and my story. Unwittingly he makes me feel the anger of the victim again
and I am grateful to him because of this. Each time I challenge the councils assertions
Seljit grabs him and whispers urgently into his ear. I am glad to see the boy so
unsettled. After one of my answers Seljit tuts and hisses his disagreement and the
magistrate yells at him, gives him a real broadside and demands an answer of
acquiescence which is sullenly given. It is reminiscent of so many of the exchanges |
suffered in my unhappy school days,; but I have no sympathy. The magistrate also

vents his spleen on the defence council who is becoming repetitive and desperate.

Following this he is syrupy and gentle with me and I think we all know the case is

probably going just one way:.

In the end I am telling myself to concentrate, concentrate, and concentrate. |
wear the defence down through consistency not cleverness or authority although I am
surprised that unlike television courtroom dramas I get away with giving some quite
spiky and arrogant answers as well as adding contextual information to some of my
responses. 1 wait for the magistrate to remind me to ‘only give the relevant / required
answer’ but it never comes. I become more adventurous and even cheeky; knowing

that I am winning and can finally fulfil some of my more iconoclastic urges.
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I finish on a strong note telling the court that I have never felt the need to ...
‘exaggerate the impairments, disabilities or disadvantages of any of the students
identified with SEN that I have worked with over the last 17 years. I have also never

felt the need to take a student to court before.” On the way out I make eye contact with
the defence council and shake my head in a contemptuous gesture, his eyes seek the
floor immediately, he knows,; he must have known all along.

I pass James who has been called next. The policeman in the waiting room
hails me with... ‘wow, 35 minutes, what were they doing to you in there, you 've been
ages.’ I sit down and try and engage him with my feelings about the atmosphere and
the strange, forced communication that takes place in a court room but give up

quickly and resign myself to listening about drugs busts, rucks, big players and the

violent society.
James bounces out after about 10 minutes looking as fresh as a daisy and
obviously having enjoyed being the centre of attention in such a sustained and power

orientated environment. I imagine the judge would have loved him and the feeling

would have been reciprocated.

James has an enormous amount of social currency and emanates power and authority
and seldom reflects on his status or influence. He tells me that he once applied to be a
magistrate. I am in no way surprised.

As we are leaving the building and the policeman goes to give evidence the Gene
Wilder look alike makes for me and puts his arm around my shoulder ... ‘fuck me
mate, what a great job you do, good luck to you, well done.’ When this has happened

in the past it makes me feel angry but ‘Gene’ makes my day, [ wish I could tell him.
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[ murmur to James... ‘I feel like I've been raped,’

‘Never mind, I really socked it to them, gave the defence hell, it was great. Do you
know when I walked in Seljit said — ‘all right sir’ — cheeky fucker. Well we did it, we
bloody did it.’

I need a drink, come on lets go to a pub.’

‘No, bollocks, we 've got loads to do it’s just a little hurdle jumped over to make the
school better.’

[ am quiet and ftired in the car and want to go home. One of the other boys involved in
the incident fails to come to the court so they are all back there in a month’s time but

I have done my bit for justice and for the system.

In complete contrast to this style I also included 1n the journal official incident reports
[ had to write and submit to governors disciplinary committees. The reason for
incorporating these descriptions was that I wanted to see how I would feel 1n the
future when retlecting back on violent incidents that involved me when what I read
was recorded without subjectivity or retflection. When revising these purely factual

accounts now I still feel the same anger and frustration as when I read reflective,

emotive reports of similarly aggressive episodes ...

MERVIN WALKER INCIDENT FORM. 20/05/03

At 10.55 a.m. I observed Mervin and one other student (Graham G) smoking behind
the tree that has the wire swing attached to it. I observed this through one of the high
windows in the D1 room.

At 11.20 a.m. I asked Mervin to leave his P.E lesson and come with Reggie Grade and

me. We went into the resources room where I told Mervin what I had observed. 1
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reminded him of the school rules and informed him that he had to go home and he
would receive a one-day exclusion as consistent with school policy.
Mervin immediately became very agitated and started shouting that ‘I was not
smoking,’ ‘you are always picking on me,’ ‘fuck you I’'m not leaving school, you can't
exclude me,’ ‘vou’re a cunt here just like you were at St. Peters,’ (a previous school
we had both been at), ‘fuck you, fuck off, you're a liar, I wasn’t fucking smoking.’
I told Mervin that I had seen him and that he wasn’t going to bully me into changing
my mind. Mervin pushed me out of the way using his shoulder and picked up a large
kitchen knife from the food technology resources tray, he waved the knife in my
direction.
I approached Mervin who was standing by the fire exit and asked him to give me the
knife. He said ‘why should L.’ I told him he was being silly and asked him again, |
then gently took the knife out of his hand.
Mervin then started shouting that he was going to ‘fight’ and ‘kill’ Les who had
‘stitched him up’ and ‘never gets sent home for smoking.’
[ followed Mervin to the front of the building whilst calling other members of staff on
the walkie-talkie to close down the building and try and ensure that Mervin could not
get in.
Mervin walked to the front of the building and tried to climb in the windows of the
10C tutor room. A member of staff held the window so it could not be opened further;
[ did the same from the outside. Mervin was shouting/screaming at the top of his voice
... ‘do you think you are bad,’ if you 're bad just touch me and see what I'll do,”
‘touch me and I'll punch you up, " * I swear I'm going to get you Jonty, I'm going to
punch you in your face.” 1wo year 10 students who were participating in a lesson in

the room (BB and MM) shouted at Mervin to ‘fuck off” and MM tried to spit at Mervin
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through the window. Mervin then stated that he was going to ‘kill MM’ and he was
going to ‘have two fights before he left school that day.”

Mervin then went into the year nine classroom and tried to climb in through the
window. Once again the window was prevented from opening further by the staff on
the inside and myself on the outside. I said to Mervin that he was making a small
incident into a big thing and that he should leave quietly. I requested through my
radio that another senior member of staff contact Mervin’s family for additional
SUpport.

Mervin continued to verbally abuse me and threaten me with physical violence as
before. He then bent down to the ground and picked up a piece of broken glass that
was approximately six inches long. Mervin approached me until his face was about an
inch from mine. He shouted that he was going to ‘cut me’ and ‘kill me.’ I told Mervin

to put the glass down which he threw into a bush as he walked around the front of the

building at the corner where the reception area is located.

By the chimney stack Mervin rushed back to me and pushed me with both hands into
the wall. As I rebounded from the wall he pushed me back again and repeated this
another time continuously telling me to ‘fuck off’ and that I was a ‘fucking cunt.’ He
was crying and becoming extremely distressed and his mouth had become full of dry
saliva

I followed Mervin towards the back of the building reminding him that it was time to
go and that I could arrange for someone to bring him his trainers and sweatshirt.
Mervin said that he ‘wasn’t going home until he had punched Les’ and that he was

going to ‘fucking bang’ me. Again he turned and ran at me and pushed me into the

staff room window.
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The noise alerted a student (RB) who had been resting upstairs and he put his head
out of the window and Mervin asked him to ‘come down and open the door so that he
could come in and get Les.’ I told Mervin that this was nothing to do with Les
although another boy was going to be excluded for one day for smoking. Mervin
pushed me into the staff room window again.
We went around to the rear of the school where Mervin again tried to access the
school through windows in the 10A tutor room. I held the window closed. Mervin was
becoming ever more agitated and put his forehead to my forehead whilst knocking his
head on mine (with little force) and screamed at me repeatedly that he was going to
‘fight me’, and ‘if I thought I was so hard why didn’t I try and take him,’ and
‘honestly Jonty you're dead, I'm going to fucking kill you.’
In a quiet voice I told Mervin to calm down and that he should behave and that he
wasn’t going to bully me or intimidate me into changing my decision or story about
the fact that I had seen him smoking. Mervin again put his forehead to mine and
started knocking his head on mine slightly harder than before.
[ told Mervin that he had to start behaving and reminded him about his college

placement on Friday.
Mervin said ‘fuck college, fuck you’ and head butted my forehead (50% force). He

kept his head on mine and was screaming at the top of his voice ‘do you want some,
come on let’s go if you want some, come on, take me, I'm going to fight, I'm ready to
fight.”’

Mervin then pushed me into the side of the building and went to the year seven
classroom where he again tried to gain access through the windows. Sally Wagstaff

held the window closed and asked Mervin to calm down. Mervin was very very

distressed and crying and spitting on the floor. Reggie Grade came to the window and
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tried to tell Mervin that he had spoken to Mervin’s mother. Mervin shouted Reggie
down and appeared to be too agitated to be able to listen. Reggie came outside to
reiterate and clarify his massage but Mervin shouted him down again and told Reggie
he was ‘a fucking cunt’, and he could ‘fuck off’

I challenged Mervin about his language and he put his forehead on mine again and
told me he was ‘going to punch me’ and ‘do something to me.’

He butted me again (80% force), pushed me away twice and flicked his hand into my
Jace twice hitting me in the eye. I repeatedly asked Mervin to calm down.

Mervin then climbed onto the roof using the railings by the entrance near the gym. 1
radioed inside to make sure all the upstairs windows were closed. Mervin climbed
down the other side of the building and went to the gym door. The P.E teacher who
was unaware of what had been happening opened this and Mervin tried to shoulder
his way past me into the gym. I stood in the doorway and Mervin retuned to the front
of the building round by the kitchen corner. I followed him asking him to calm down
and he turned to me again and pushed me, catching me off balance so I nearly fell
over (witnessed through the window by the kitchen auxiliary).

Mervin then tried to access the building by the door near the kitchen and was trying
to get other pupils to open this for him. [ stood in front of the door to prevent him
from kicking and punching it and further disrupting the school. He pushed me into the
door and walked onto the grass near the bungalow. I followed Mervin and was able
to give him some space as he had stopped trying to access the building. I radioed to
Mark to come and talk to Mervin.

Mark took his glasses off and approached Mervin, as he got nearer he made verbal
and physical contact with Mervin. He gently put his hand on Mervin’s back but

Mervin became agitated again. 1 radioed inside and advised that in five minutes we
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would call the police to remove Mervin from the site if he was not showing signs of
calming down.

Mervin started to calm down and from a distance I shadowed Mark and Mervin as
they walked around the site. After a period of approximately 20 minutes (12.20) they
came and sat at the picnic benches near the gym entrance to the school. A dialogue
between the three of us ensued and I approached Mervin and gave him a hug. Mervin
put his head on my chest and said ‘I’'m sorry I hit you Jonty, I'm sorry I butted you. "’
The three of us went and ate lunch together and Mervin and Mark went to Mark’s

office to talk about what had happened. Mary Crowhurst contacted his mother by

telephone.

Whatever the chosen styles of the journal, it remains to a degree an exercise in
power and control. The choice of language, discourse and words depicting my
experiences are my decisions and as Wittgenstein noted the choice of particular
grammars and vocabularies retlect the choice of particular realities, (1968). The
options I took as researcher/worker about the nature, form and type of representation
used have implications for the people 1 wrote about, the audiences for the paper, the
type of understandings I manage to communicate and how the work 1s located in
terms of academic legitimacy and authenticity, (Fine et al 2000, Richardson, 1997,
Sikes and Clark, 2004). These implications concern and reflect power; power which
impacts upon the situation, the self and those who are being researched and
represented in the writing.

The roughness ot my autoethnographic journal does not diminish my pride in

it. This was demonstrated 1n that on its completion I paid over £100 to have three

copies of it hard bound 1n an academic style by a professional bookbinder. One copy
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was sent to my supervisor as a token of thanks; one copy is my working copy whilst
the remaining mint edition sits in pride of place on my book case. I am proud of the
fact that I produced the journal during an excessively demanding time in my life and I
am proud of the story it records. The journal will help me remember an important

period of my life and how the writing represents memory work is the area I will now

discuss.

Ethical considerations.

The research project presented me with dichotomies and clashes in terms of both
identity and ethics. There are blurred boundaries as to whether the research is into, for
or with those recorded 1n the journal and thesis. All of these different research
positions have far reaching ethical considerations attached to them, (Griffiths, 1998,
p38). As a covert researcher I felt able to record anything in my research journal and
1n this context I was researching into the school. The research and subsequent
reflective writing process has improved my practice and relationships within the
school and 1n this way I have been researching for Osbourne. The work also
represents the opinions, ambitions and criticisms of many of those involved in the
story so even though this may not have been openly declared, in this way I have also
researched with members of the school community.

My identity, which forms the integral part of this research, 1s multi-tfaceted and as the
paper demonstrates, 1s a mobile, flexible entity. In the same way the ethical stance of
this paper cannot be conceived of as being a straightforward morality, frozen at one
particular moment as the correct approach<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>