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There has been a general reluctance within education, and in particular ﬁhysical education, to
involve the child proactively in the research process. Assessments of children’s experiences
have occluded possibilities for the development of understanding by the proclivity to employ
restrictive methods of research. Herein potential is confined to accessing only those categories
deemed to be of significance by the researcher.

This study aimed to expand upon existing studies by opening potential for accessing new
possibilities through the involvement of children directly in the exposition of research issues
and development of theory. An interpretive approach, adhering to a grounded theory
methodology, was taken over a three-year period of data collection and analysis. Following an
initial year of familiarisation with the research field, through observations in four secondary
schools, a case study formed the basis of the main body of research. Diaries, group and
individual interviews formed the essential basis of data that was supported by observational
study.

Children involved in this study were found to have the capacity for reflection and analytic
acumen to cast their experience meaningfully and constructively for interpretation. Therefore,
although superficially findings supported many more general issues studied to date within the
subject area, analysis revealed more specifically that children’s experience of physical
education was organised around certain domains of awareness. These configurations formed
what I have termed a ‘working consciousness’ in given situations. ‘Physical education’ as a
practical, spacial and social phenomenon heightens the significance of experience through the
multiplicity of sentient possibilities that it creates for the child. However, in particular, the
presence of ‘significant’ peers was found to be a predominant determinant of actual working
consciousness, on occasion overriding ‘curriculum’ itself.
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PREFACE

This research took place in five schools on the south coast of England. The main body of the
study was conducted in one school which, for the purposes of anonymity, I refer to as
‘Hansford Park’. If a school named Hansford Park exists, no association should be made
between it and the content of this study.

Throughout this text pseudonyms are used to protect the identity of children and teachers
involved.

By September 1999, Chichester Institute of Higher Education had received University
College status.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

Anyone who has ever worked with children will know them to be sentient, analytical beings, with an
innate desire not simply to express themselves, but to be heard doing so. Often children can surprise us
with their sagacity and candour if we pause to listen to them. Ergo, I feel it is to be lamented that there
appears to have been a general reluctance in education and in particular physical education, to involve
the child directly in researching their perceptions and experiences. Although in recent years researchers
have begun to address issues of assessing the perspectives that children hold of physical education by
actually asking them, I contest that their genuine beliefs are often occluded by the restrictive basis of
methods employed in this capacity. With this study I aim to bring the child directly into the process of
physical education research. For me, this does not simply mean involving them as subjects in data

collection, but in defining the research problem itself collaboratively with the researcher.

Historically children have been largely absent from educational research in what I would term any
‘real’ sense as the result of a tendency to cleave to the idea that the child is essentially passive. This
applies both to the nature of methods used to involve them and to the way in which they are portrayed

in findings.

The location of children in educational research has as its point of departure their treatment as a
product to be assessed before and after the impact of education. In this way the efficacy of curriculum
programmes have been measured. There are now, however, tentative movements towards embracing
the concept that children might have some agency in defining research issues within education, but not
within physical education. Along the way children have been, and indeed still are, presented as a
‘victim’. Victim of the pathology of their home background where it is not reflected in dominant
school ethos, victim of the vagaries of a school culture that seeks to remedy this pathology, and
ultimately victim of their own action should they seek to resist either phenomenon. It is my contention
that it is possible that this representation in itself is the result of their being ‘victimised’ by research

processes predisposed to presenting them in a particular way.

Relatively early education studies focused analysis on the construction of knowledge within the school,
considering curriculum content and the cultural biases in the implementation of that curriculum
(Young 1971, Bemnstein 1971, Apple 1979). This is a critical tradition that has proved enduring and has
been specifically developed within the specialism bf physical education research. In particular, issues
surrounding the introduction of a national curriculum physical education stimulated a great deal of
debate concerning the potential political biases that were perceived to be ensconced in curriculum

thetoric (Kirk 1992, Sparkes 1990, Evans and Penney 1992).



Other studies have taken an interactionist perspective, that afforded children an element of ‘voice’
directly, considering interpersonal relationships within the classroom, and/or school generally in order
to assess social relations (Hargreaves, D 1967, Keddie 1971). These have more closely analysed the

experience of children and involved the child more directly in the research process itself.

Some research has even taken this idea of directly including perceptions of children a stage further by
extending beyond the classroom in an attempt to give children voice on issues regarding school outside
of that immediate educational context. In particular, Mac an Ghaill’s work with black children
addressing ‘the’ issue of underachievement in school examinations, involved them within school but
also allowed them to come into his own home on an informal basis, as part of an integrative approach
to researching their perspectives (1988). Others have considered the impact that ‘education’ has upon
children’s life chances following them through the process of leaving school and entering the world of
work (Willis 1977, Mirza 1992).

However, focus within many studies that claim to give the child ‘voice’ tend towards the researcher
determining what is to be observed and discussed. I contend, therefore, that these still fall short of
actually giving genuine representation of the child. Essentially, the portrayal of children remains as

individuals without any real agency.

Since the inception of my research, some development in approaches to increasing the involvement of
children in research that directly concerns them has taken place (Lewis and Lindsay 2000, Greig and
Taylor 1999). There has however, been limited movement towards involving the child more in guiding
the education research process itself. Within physical education, although there has been a clear move
towards seeking the child’s perspective (Mac Fadyen 1996, Williams 1996, Williams and Bedward
1999), there is still a need to address problems of involving the child more in defining research issues

and contributing to the direction of the research process.

It is perhaps understandable that there appears to have been a reluctance to give the child voice in
educational research since the essential premise of so much in education is that the child has a passive
role to play. It appears that curriculum decisions are always made on behalf of the child and there is
separation of curriculum and human agency in curriculum design. With the imminent introduction of a
national curriculum for physical education, research concerns within physical education became
ensconced in the selection, prioritisation and legitimation of knowledge (Kirk and Tinning 1990, Evans
1990, Kirk 1992, Evans and Penney 1992). Since the selection of knowledge is inevitably a conscious
process through which those in control of the curriculum would exercise their own interests, as had
been seen within ‘education’ generally, schools and departments within physical education came to be

2



seen as ‘arenas of struggle’ (Sparkes 1990 p198). However, the child as such was seen to have no place

in this conflict.

A now nationally prescribed curriculum means that, rather than necessarily homogenising physical
education, it highlights the significance of manipulation in ‘delivery’, and the context within which it is
received. What remains significant here, is that the child itself is not without agency, and may
contribute to the framing of its own experience. Additionally, children act within and as part of a
collective, and their experience will vary according to the “human environment’ within which they are

working.

The school context

In order to approach the new National Curriculum, the first phase of this study acted as reconnaissance
for the research as a whole and took place in four secondary schools involved in teaching national
curriculum physical education (NCPE). The purpose of this was in part to familiarise myself with a
variety of schools and possible approaches to delivering curriculum text. However, it also served a
more significant function in that it gave me the opportunity to seek an understanding of the way in

which children function and how best I might establish a collaborative relationship with this age group.

As I was seeking to give an ideographic account, I worked largely within one case study school. The
main body of research took place in Hansford Park, an 11-16 co-educational community
comprehensive, with a cohort of approximately 800 students in 1998 which increased to 900 in the
year 2000. The school has outdoor facilities of grass pitches for soccer, hockey and athletics, a floodlit
all-weather surface, four tennis courts and six netball courts. Indoor facilities comprise a four

badminton court sized hall, weight training area and gymnasium.

This part of the study began in the autumn and spring terms of 1998/9 when children kept ‘PE diaries’,
in which they recorded their ‘experiences’ of physical education. At the same time I met with children
to discuss those issues identified in their notes. These issues were used to subsequently guide the entire
research project. As the research progressed, because of the nature of physical education, inter-personal
relationships emerged as a precurrent theme determining children’s experience. In the third phase of
the research, sociometric testing was used to identify individuals who were significant to specific
children. Initially, testing took place with a view to assess potential patterns of power within groups,
but ultimately, were utilised to identify the nature of relationships between children and positively and
negatively significant peers. Interviews took place with children on an individual basis to identify the
impact that these others and teachers had upon their experience when directly involved in their learning

€nvironment.



The physical education department at Hansford Park consisted of two male and two female teachers.
At the commencement of the research, the Head of Department, ‘Mr Handley’, had been in his post for
14 years; the second male, ‘Mr Mitchell’, had been with the school for 22 years. One female teacher,
‘Miss Harrison’, was in her first year with the school after two years of teaching in an equivalent post
elsewhere in the same county. The other female post changed part way through the study at the
beginning of the 1999 academic year. Initially, this had been filled by ‘Miss Merrett’ who was a newly
qualified teacher when she joined the school in September 1997. She left at the end of the 1998/9
academic year in order to pursue other interests, although she returned to the department for the
autumn term whilst Miss Harrison was convalescing from an operation. Miss Merrett’s formal position
was filled by ‘Miss Blackwood’, in her first post, having been placed there in the previous year on her

final teaching experience whilst at university.

The department and school share a formally declared ethos of including and valuing all children
regardless of ability, promoting ‘the highest standards of achievement for all pupils in all fields of
endeavour’ (School Prospectus 1998). The teachers sought sincerely to pursue this aim, offering a
complex programme of extra-curricular activities for all years and abilities, and perhaps more
significantly actively encouraging children to join. Thus a genuine effort was made to turn equality of

access into actual equality of participation.

This extra-curricular programme supported the positive self-image as regards participation that
teachers sought to promulgate in children within physical education. As I shall discuss, the staff sought
consciously to involve each child as an individual. This was a skill that was perhaps more refined in
the older members of staff although, in my opinion, the department fostered a highly positive and

coherent image of ‘physical education’ for the children.

The school timetable worked on a two-week programme, with weeks being described as ‘A’ and ‘B’,
offering the national curriculum at Key Stage three and GCSE programme at Key Stage four. The
examination course was compulsory and therefore constituted what physical education ‘was’ for the
child. However, in their diaries, children did not allude at all to the academic component of their
studies, and it was rarely mentioned at other stages of the research. Therefore, the clear majority of
comments in my analysis refer to the practical component of study at this level. All lessons are taught

In mixed sex groups. Groupings vary according to different tasks and the various demands that the

teachers wish to place upon the children.



The aims and purposes of the research
This study aimed to gain an understanding of how children experience physical education. The purpose
was to access the nature of ‘experience’ as it pertains to this subject area, and assess the implications

that this may have for the implementation of ‘curriculum’.

Research was designed so that children would identify those elements of the curriculum that were of
greatest significance to them and these then formed the basis of an exploration into the meanings that
underpinned this significance. I was interested in what was important in experience of physical
education from the child’s perspective and why. In particular, [ wanted to investigate whether children
would categorise their experience of physical education in a way that curriculum design might imply:
Would children consider both hockey and netball in terms of ‘games’ activities or would aspects of
organisation, equipment and teacher affect the ways in which each was perceived? What might be the
difference in experience of ‘dance’ if the music were taken from the popular scene or country? What

are the implications of cross-curricular themes such as ‘working with others’?

Because the concept of ‘experience’ can only be understood in terms of the subject concerned, in
practice, the study followed the dual aims of exploring not only the initial research theme, but also that

of the nature of involving children proactively in the research process.

In this study I adopted an interpretive paradigm because I believe that ‘reality’ is socially constructed
through interaction between individuals. In taking this stance, I do not mean to ignore the macro
aspects of educational situations, but rather to give a more detailed account of the subjective
experiences of children. It is my feeling that a rapprochement might be sought of different perspectives
to create a holistic picture of different issues. I am interested in the meaning that is applied to

interaction and the way this serves to build and develop perspectives, and hence determine experience.

In order to address the subjective reception of the physical education programme by children, I shall
address issues surrounding the nature of physical education, the way in which they perceive their
environment and construct reality, and ultimately, the nature of experience. Indeed, the provenance of
the whole study lay in fact, in addressing this last issue and identifying what is meant by ‘experience’.
When two individuals are placed in an identical situation their experience of that same situation may
greatly differ. In listening to accounts of the particular incident the nature of individual experiences
may be understood. The indicators of experience in physical education will be those factors that the
child perceives and therefore discusses in their account. In any circumstance the individual will
perceive specific factors only, and those aspects towards which attention is drawn will be those that
have meaning for them. Therefore, ‘experience’ becomes an amalgam of perception and meaning, and

through these two factors we may understand the different realities that children construct for



themselves.

Access to perception and meaning can only be made where the child is free to express an account.
Therefore, it is my feeling that in order to understand experience, by implication, subjects will need to

be involved in identifying the research ‘problem’.

Within educational research there has been a conceptual separation of ‘research’ per se and the
researched. Research approaches have generally been developed independently of contributions made
by subjects. Both problems and the way in which they are to be addressed, particularly where children
are subjects, are defined by the researcher, or other ‘legitimate’ adults involved in the education
process. In my case, to access ‘experience’, I felt it necessary to take standard educational research
methodologies one stage further and actually involve children in collaboratively defining the research

problem.

As I wished to involve the child proactively in the research process, I chose to ‘ground theory’ in an
approach developed by Glaser and Strauss in 1967, and later modified by Strauss and Corbin (1990).
This is a methodology that emanates from the essential premises of symbolic interactionism that
particularly suits gaining access to the way in which individuals perceive ‘objects’, be they material or

otherwise, from which they apply meaning and create ‘realities’ (Blumer 1969, Shibutani 1955, Charon
1985).

This approach essentially allows the researcher to develop rather than test theory through induction and
deduction, something that I was particularly interested in doing as I sought to allow children to guide
me to my conclusions. Under this methodology research builds on data collected. Thematic
representations are made which are then linked across continued data collection, until a point of
‘theoretical saturation’ is reached wherein no new themes are identified, and an overall theory may be

‘grounded’ in the initial data collected.

As I wished to involve children directly in identifying the research problem at the earliest possible
stage, I wanted initial data collection to be in the form of ‘PE diaries’ kept by the children. In this way
the childreri were free to identify only those issues that they felt of importance in their experience of
Physical education. Children were encouraged to write in the vernacular on any elements in their

experience of salience to them. Through the configurations of language as symbol, meanings were
extricated. |

Pseudonyms are used throughout to protect the identity of people and places involved in this study.

The research as a whole, took place in a series of four phases. I specifically use the term ‘phase’ here,
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to maintain the fluidity of movement of analysis between periods of data collection characteristic of

grounded theory.

This thesis begins with a representation of how I believe ‘experience’ is constructed; I discuss the way
in which meanings may be represented and therefore accessed through language (Chapter Two). I then
move on to consider the way in which research in education has been conducted and the impact that
this has had in promulgating the representation of children as passive (Chapter Three). Following this I
scrutinise a selection of texts that have sought to give the child voice in education and physical
education research. Here I particularly draw attention to issues associated with the way in which such
research has been approached and some of the limitations I feel that they place on the expression of

children (Chapter Four).

The restrictions that I identify here, are then discussed in terms of my own methodological approach
and the attempts I made to explore certain possibilities in involving children more actively in research
(Chapters Five and Six). My approach is then placed in an ethical context considering the specifics of
conducting research with children (Chapter Seven). My findings offer some reflection of existing
theory but also raise issues of the nature of the interactive basis in experience of physical education

(Chapter Eight). In particular, the impact of inter-peer relationships is discussed (Chapter Nine).

My point of departure here, is the nature of experience within physical education; how it is manifest for
the child, and might be made accessible in order that the child’s voice can be understood. It is to these

issues that I now turn.



CHAPTER TWO :
A THEORETICAL BASIS TO APPROACHING ‘EXPERIENCE’ IN PHYSICAL
EDUCATION

Experience and the nature of physical education

Physical education under a national programme is a curriculum text that is reinterpreted at various sites
and ultimately framed by the teacher for the child. All of these sites of reinterpretation are filled by the
legitimate adult authorised to make decisions on behalf of what is deemed to be to the benefit of 'the
child' but which ultimately incorporates the interests of all those who are able to represent curriculum

content,

T agree with Rintala (1991) in that the key to really understanding experience in physical activity lies in
considering not so much human movement but the human moving (p270). This entails not only
analysis of the child in action, but also of how the child perceives that action, and how that perception
is affected by the human environment within which it is set. She suggests that in order to understand
how individuals experience physical activity it is necessary to eliminate from our consideration those
aspects of it which are descriptive of movement itself. In other words, it is necessary to look beyond
how fast a race is run, how many goals are scored, how aesthetic a movement is and consider the

essential reaction of the individual to what they are doing. Yet this is only a starting point.

Very often, assessments of physical education focus on product rather than process; this applies not
only to the implications of the NCPE but also the response of the research profession. Physical
education is evaluated in objective terms; essentially, these can be applied to the child; the child is

again conceived as being acted upon, and physical education ‘experience’ decontextualised.

Within physical education, the individual’s reaction to the physical nature of the activity in isolation
provides not only just one element of an experience as a whole, but one which may not predominate.
Generally speaking, because of the compulsory nature of national curriculum subjects, children are
placed within a learning environment over which they have very limited control. Usually they are
allocated an-activity and, therefore, are constrained by a predetermined working environment either
physical or human. Where they partake in elective activities, they cannot always determine which of
their peers will also be working with them so also have limited control. They may opt for an activity
that they believe will be pursued by others that theyalike, or not pursued by those that they do not like,
but still there will be only a degree to which they can determine who they are working with. They may
choose an activity because they like or do not like particular teachers. Whatever format the child is

Presented with is either determined for them entirely, or is rendered a compromise of ideal options.



However, although this determination or compromise provides a framework within which the
curriculum itself is actually delivered, it is one within which the children will seek to actualise their
own interests. In individual’s general assessment of one another, initial evaluation is based upon what
can be seen, and within physical education this becomes highly pronounced. Whilst behaviour might
disguise thought, the body cannot be hidden entirely, and effectively becomes an existential

representation of the individual that provides a basis for others with which to judge and interact with

them.

Ennis (1998) suggested that in order for children to have a positive experience of physical education,
they need to see meaning in what they are being asked to do. I suggest, however, that clarification as to
what is meant by ‘meaning’ is required here. Where a child is asked to participate in any activity with
which they have no cultural or personal affinity, this does not render the experience meaningless.
Rather, it takes on a meaning that may conflict with the intentions of the teacher seeking to provide the
child with a particular experience. Therefore, what occurs in physical education has potential to be
rather more pervasive than is perhaps ordinarily recognised. Issues of the nature of meaning for the
child need to be accounted for beyond what is observable. There will always be meaning; what is in

question is the nature of that meaning for the child. I shall now consider the way in which environment

is perceived and the meaning applied to it that constitutes experience.

Experience and meaning

As discussed in my introduction, I believe that the constituent elements of ‘experience’ are an amalgam
of perception and meaning. At a basic level, experience is essentially an 'occurrence' of which one is
aware and thus pertains to an individual's consciousness. As different individuals have varying levels
of consciousness, it is possible that the nature of an incident as it occurs to one individual is cognitively
different to the 'same’ incident to another. We actively 'construct' our experience and, therefore, it does
not necessarily possess the property of specific material existence but may exist purely as a cognitive
event. For one person, a situation 'reads' in a particular way; they see certain aspects of a situation and
ascribe meaning to them. There are, therefore, specific points of focus that might be termed 'objects’ of
consciousness, and intentional relationships with those 'objects'. In phenomenological terms

(Husserlian) this is categorised as 'intentional experience' (Pivcevic 1970):

In a presentation...something is presented, in a judgement something is affirmed or denied, in
love something is loved, in hate something is hated, in desire something is desired
Pivcevic (1970 p46)

Such a belief relates to symbolic interactionist paradigms. Here, objects are defined in the individual's

9



mind by the use that they have for us. In other words we define objects at any point, in terms of the line
of action we are about to take towards them (Charon 1985 p28). Therefore, the metaphysical existence
of tangible objects is determined by the individual's perception of them; for one child a hockey stick is
a tool with which to play a game, yet for another it is a potential weapon with which to 'legitimately’
attack a peer. Within a lesson it may become an aide to standing or to drawing in the dirt surface of the

pitch. Thus an object will not only be defined in terms of its function but redefined as that function

alters.

When considering the concept of investigating 'experience' within research, it is inevitable that during
discussion, past experience would actually be recalled in the present. Therefore, present 'values' that
may be affected by experiences outside the particular issue at hand, would, nevertheless, be applied in
judgement of them. The internal structure which is given to the experience concerned is, therefore

arguably different to that which pertained to the event as it occurred.
Effectively, individuals will create a perspective with which to frame their interpretation of the world:

It is an order of things remembered and expected as well as things actually perceived, an
organized conception of what is plausible and what is possible; it constitutes the matrix
through which one perceives his environment

Shibutani (1955 p564)

Selective in their emphasis, current recollections will affect future action; in other words, particular
salient aspects of experience will determine a child's perception of a situation both past and present.

Essentially, individuals have a 'perception’ which will inevitably itself be a developing phenomenon as

the child modifies 'recollections' with continued experience. Therefore:

...meanings are used and revised as instruments for the guidance and formation of action
Blumer (1969 p3)

As perceptions of the same factor will also vary between individuals, their experience of particular

events will similarly vary; children are:

..animate, thinking beings with developing beliefs and value systems, who place emphasis on
what they think is happening rather than on what is happening
Woodhouse (1996 p41)

’ A child will be sensitised to particular aspects of physical reality and desensitised to others (Charon
1985 p3) by the framework they are using for their interpretation. In my study, during an interview,

One year nine girl, Kim, had felt that a particular teacher was 'cool’ because she was relaxed and a 'good
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laugh'; she knew her outside formal class time, being part of the school netball team and felt they got
along well. However, having attempted a skill on the trampoline for which she had not been prepared

and fallen awkwardly, the teacher berated her for her actions. Discussing the incident with Kim
afterwards, she claimed that the teacher was a 'control freak' and was unable to conceive that the
teacher's actions had resulted from safety concerns. The following lesson, Kim felt 'nagged' each time

the teacher attempted to teach her, hearing suggestions only as directions for control:

Kim appears very ‘anti'- refuses to try anything new that Miss Blackwood is attempting to
introduce to her — comment 'don't know why she can't f...ing keep off me back'... 'naggin' me
all the time'.. 'I can't be bothered anyway' — comment not made directly to me but feel made
ensuring I would hear — moved closer as made point to Sarah Capstan

(Field notes 3™ December 1999)

The key factor to remember here, is that whenever one individual acts towards another as an object,

that ‘object’ does in fact, experience that action subjectively:

...every time a teacher or the coach...gives corrective feedback there is the subjective
experience of the person who was corrected.
Rintala (1991 p274)

This‘presents arrejection of the separation of mind and body; a rejection of our tendency to present
experience by understanding the ‘measurables’ of performance since whilst the body is acted upon
both by self and others it is the ‘mind-body’ that experiences. Therefore, the reaction of another
individual to the child may have greater impact upon their perceptions of the situation than the physical

‘actualities’ of what they are doing:

Judgements rest upon perspectives, and people with different outlooks define identical
situations differently, responding selectively to the environment
Shibutani (1955 p564)

Essentially, children embark on a journey in education, a journey that in practice continues throughout
life and pervades all aspects of existence. Throughout that journey they progressively seek to make
sense of their world. Children’s journeys are particularly heightened as they develop strategies
according to the information they infer from new and changing environments. These strategies they
will continually modify and make more sophisticated. The strategies adopted by the child will be
confirmed as appropriate or otherwise and subsequently retained or otherwise: ‘When strategies
become outdated, new ones are developed' (Beynon 1985 p21). Woods (1980 p16) describes the

- individual here as a ‘perplexed coper’ and one for whom more questions that answers may be raised.

Our 'perplexed coper'is perplexed for life. Though he finds out more answers as he progresses
11



through life, and though some areas of thought and activity may become routinised, he also
discovers more questions, so that his bewilderment in some respects may appear to increase.
The point is...that such strategies may appear temporary, but they become part of the
individual's stock of experience which provides a resource for meeting future contingencies
which are bound to arise

Woods (1980 p 16)

Thus children develop “perspectives’ with which to frame their responses to particular situations.
Although it is arguable that 'perspectives' of one person may be deemed by another to be 'wrong' and as
aresult 'skew' an experience, they are nonetheless essential in the construction of meaning since they
'make it possible. ..to make sense out of what is 'out there' (Charon 1985 p4). By Plato's definition we
understand that one has knowledge about the world of being; one has opinions about the world of
becoming (Rintala 1991 p262) and the ‘knowledge’ that the child has will determine not only their
opinion, but guide their action. Subsequently, all perception may be described as hypothetical
(Shibutani 1955p569); effectively, hypotheses are formulated and either supported or reformulated. It
is the collation of perspectives that determines how reality for the individual is constructed; since
perspectives arise from a social context, reality becomes in itself socially constructed and it is this

phenomenon that I now discuss.

The social construction of reality

Essentially, then, understanding ‘perspective’ facilitates understanding an individual’s view of the
world and subsequent behaviours since 'reality’ is necessarily an ‘applied reality'. The individual
Structures perception around objects; objects being any ‘thing’ that may be indicated (Blumer 1969
P10). As mentally defined, objects become fluid and redefinable. Objects of experience exist
differently between individuals' and within individual's perceptions. The very same 6bject may be
loved and hated simultaneously by different people. Additionally, a single object may be loved or
ha?ed by the same individual at different times. Within physical education for example, a dance lesson
might be positively anticipated by some, and negatively by others. Also, the same individual may look
forward to the lesson or dread it, according to whom they are working with. Each child will have their

own configuration of perceptions that determines their perspectives at any given time in any given

Situation.

This raises the issue of how 'objects’ of a situation fluctuate in terms of their significance to a child. In
one context the official purposes of the lesson will dorpinate the child's consciousness, and the

dominant object of experience may be the task in hand, whereas in another, addressing an immediate

- Personal relationship may predominate as 'object’.

This has further application in the fact that 'knowledge' for individuals is based on its usefulness to

12



them. We 'see what we 'want' to and remember what we 'want' to' (Charon 1985 p27). Children will
pay attention only to those factors salient in their own hierarchy of importance, constructed from their
own experiences. Therefore, conversely, recollections of particular incidences will identify those
aspects of an experience that defined, and/or define, the situation as remembered by the child. This is
not to suggest that children will have had to experience something in order to make a decision as to
how to react to it. In my study, where children were attempting a new skill, some would make a
decision as to how to approach it following the advice of the teacher; they could not know themselves,
but would trust the experience of their teacher to direct them in action. Thus the child’s experience of

the teacher predominates over their lack of experience in the activity, and this takes priority.

What is also clear here, is that objects need not necessarily be of material conception. A belief that
something exists, even where it is not a tangible entity, for example, the belief that another child 'likes'
them, will act as an object of perception and consequently of action. The only necessity for a
phenomenon to 'exist' is for an individual to believe that it does so. Following this, it is often the case
that children will react according to what they consider to be other people's perceptions of them and

will take on identities accordingly. Blumer (1969) states that:

Objects have no fixed status except as their meaning is sustained through indications and
definitions that people make of the objects
Blumer (1969 p12)

In many cases, individuals subsequently come to view themselves as others see them, self -perception
resulting from interaction with other people (Charon 1985). I do not argue, however, that children will
necessarily internalise the meaning of a role that is allocated to them, but rather that they learn to
behave in that role as defined by others. What also proved significant to my study, is that children’s
roles will vary according to the social situation which will be redefined according to the presence of

specific others. As active beings, individuals will behave in what I shall term a ‘relative’ context.

Given a thorough biographical understanding of self-conceptions and an understanding of
Presentational concerns then a second stage of analysis becomes possible. Mead (1934) postulated that
in interaction there will be continued attempts to realise the 'T' but 'since it is a social self, it is a self

which is realised in its relationship to others’(p204).

As Blumer (1969) suggested objects may therefore be categorised into three types; physical objects,
social objects and abstract objects (p10). Thus within the current study physical objects were those
such as basketballs and playing fields, social objects were peers and teachers, and abstract, the

ideologies of those social objects. What I needed to understand were the complexities of the
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relationship between these objects and within them.

Charon (1985 pp38-39) collates all of the above under one title, ‘social objects’. These he defines as
those objects 'that an action uses in that situation'. Thus they may be ‘people, ideas and pérspectives
and symbols...even an individual's own past can be a social object’ (Charon 1985 p39). Thus the
nature of social objects is broad ranging and the same commodity may become any number of social
objects. If this classification is applied to my study, to exemplify, when a child uses a hockey stick to
play a game it is a material tool. When they choose to play with a particular hockey stick that is the
same as their friend's, it becomes a symbol of that friendship. In certain situations, such an ‘object’

could be used to distinguish one group from another in an assertion of sub-cultural identity.

The perceived value of an object determines the process by which it is interpreted. Pivcevic suggested
that the identification of an object and the process of interpreting it are different facets of the same

mental phenomenon:

First of all, my having something as an object — in our example, the sound coming from the
room next door — and my consciousness of having something of an object are part of one and
the same mental phenomenon

Pivcevic (1970 p48)

In terms of social objects, children will place significance on an object and simultaneously ‘apply’ the
meaning of that existence through the process by which they interpret it. Therefore, one child will
perceive 'height' at which they are working as of significance to them whilst completing a task on
wallbars. They will look at the ground and actively gauge their distance from it; another-child will
consider the task set as of significance, and where height is not an issue, look at the ground but not
engage in a conscious process of evaluating their distance from it. Taking the same starting skill level

and ability, the two are likely to perform very differently.

Following this, in certain cases, interpretations of specific situations may often be 'mis'interpretations,
but nevertheless still vivid and valid in the individual's reality. Additionally, an object need not exist
extra-mentally for it to be the focus of experience. Taking the earlier example of Kim (year 9),
following the incident in which the teacher had ‘told her off>, she analysed her relationship with the
activity, the teacher and the others in her group. She made predictions as to their possible reactions to
her potential actions and conducted her behaviour accordingly the following week. Here she became
relatively inactive in class, rolling her eyes each time the teacher addressed her. This resulted from her

‘inaccurate’ assessment of the teacher’s intent.
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At the time of her 'mistake’ in the lesson, the children around the trampoline had laughed at Kim. Kim
had also laughed. She rolled on the trampoline in self-mockery. Certain others in the group felt that
they were sharing a joke. The incident had very different meanings to all involved and, therefore, the

object of each individual's interpretation did not exist extra-mentally.

In this example, what is in material reality’ an identical situation, in practice constitutes very disparate

'realities' for those involved:

...1t is the meaning of our experiences, not the underlying ontological structure of objects, that
constitutes the reality we respond to
Oliver (1998 p247)

Therefore, my conception is that reality is necessarily interpretive; all reality is subject to the
individual's interpretation of what they 'see' before them. This subsequently raises the question as to
whether 'that for human beings truth about physical reality is impossible in any absolute sense’
(Charon 1985 p1). As Blumer (1969) states:

Individuals and also groups, occupying or living in the same spatial location may have,
accordingly, very different environments; as we say, people may be living side by side yet be
living in very different worlds

Blumer (1969 p11)

This issue is not only significant in terms of realities of the children involved in this research but
similarly in the value of the research as held within the research community itself. The validity of this
study, as an interpretive piece of research will inevitably depend upon the audience it reaches; each of
which will coﬁstitute an interpretive group holding their own perspectives as to acceptable handling of
issues. Each 'community' will have its own 'contextually grounded linguistic and interpretive practices
on which the acceptance of a study will be based (Mishler 1990 p421). Where there is a match in

interpretive practices verisimilitude will be achieved.

Interpretations made by the individual must under normal circumstances necessarily be derived from
the perspective of the situation that they hold. Therefore, there must be certain 'signals' that indicate to
the individual, how they should be conceiving the situation. The interpretation of specific signals may
vary between individuals in much the same way that their general interpretation does. Through the
existence of such symbols, the meaning of identical situations for different individuals, although
potentially diverse may also be shared. The complexities of interpretation may, therefore, be subsumed
under a more limited number of ostensibly shared constructs and categories, general and flexible

guidelines for understanding and interpreting experience. In order for this to happen, aspects of
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experience must be typified, such a process makes it possible to account for experience, rendering
objects as belonging to particular categories of meaning. Once certain aspects of a situation have been
classified, they may be applied to a new situation displaying like characteristics and, therefore, that
situation will be given meaning accordingly. What exists within the classroom is a situation wherein a
physical situation is created and under control of the teacher but nevertheless a situation, like any other
that is responded to actively (Blumer 1969 p14, Charon 1985 p36). Rather it is responded to by the
child actively, through the paradigm of their own perspective:

Meaning requires the interpretive application of a category to the concrete particulars of a
Situation
Holstein and Gubrium (1994 p263)

Yet, typifications are not static; they will inevitably be modified over time and situation. As experience
continues, a more sophisticated range of possible categories may be established leading to more

complex possibilities for interpretation.

The implications of a belief that we construct reality are perhaps far greater for the child than for the
adult. The complexities of defining situations becomes heightened as the child is a specific object of

adults seeking to mould their realities:

We are perplexed for life, but pupils have reasons for special perplexity. At school they are
initiated into secondary socialisation, and inducted into a functioning world of utilitarianism
and manipulation among roles

Woods (1980 p 23)

The expectation that children will adopt particular perspectives comes close to denying children their
own reality. The degree to which a child will internalise particular meanings will be subject to those
extant aspects of their own definition of self, and how they relate to the values and ideas which they are

being manipulated into accepting, through systematic punishment and reward.

What does occur, is a process of ongoing negotiation in which the child seeks both understanding and
self-actualisation. This process may establish relatively stable relationships between actors within

education, but will never be finite:

...the whole of schooling is a transitional phase...the child is 'growing' or 'becoming’ without

actually ever getting there
Woods (1980 p 23)

If however, reality is created through a refinement of perspectives, it may be deduced that the older the
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child, the more sophisticated their perspectives because of the wider variety of specific interpretive
resources that are available to them. What this means for my research is that the nature of experience is
likely to be simpler in a dimensional sense for the child in year 7 as compared to that of a child in year
11. However, this also inevitably depends upon the life experiences to which the child has been
exposed, and potential sophistication of perspectives cannot be considered dependent upon age. The
individual's potential for interpretation is limited only by the confines of their perspectives but all
interpretation at whatever ‘level’ constitutes experience. Of significance here, is how this stock of
knowledge was achieved; the processes through which the child has gone, and is going, determine their
perspective of particular situations. This is necessarily a selective procedure since no individual can see
all aspects of a situation (Charon 1985 p3). The child will, therefore, choose which aspects of a
situation are significant to them and involve those aspects deliberately in the formation of their own

reality.

The aspects of a situation that the child 'targets' will be subject to their previous interpretations of what
they deem to be similar situations. A paradigm for interpreting particular types of situation will have
been established. Where the situation is not recognisable in a broad sense, they will pinpoint more
specific points of familiarity and apply those to the environment. This application of sense will
determine the child's overt response, the outcome of which is subsequently analysed and evaluated,
ultimately determining a new paradigm of interpretation, refining a new one or resulting in the
individual being left with an indeterminate situation, and essentially returning to their original 'stance’.
In this sense, social learning shapes the individual's perspective and it is through this process that
children 'grow", learning to adopt particular roles within certain contexts. They learn to behave

differently in different environments according to their position or function within them.

Up to this point I have discussed the way in which individuals will interpret a situation according to
their 'perspective’ on it which determines the meaning that they infer from it. In essence, this has been
considered in a singular, introspective sense. However, since a child will behave differently in the
'same’ situation but with different individuals present, it may be inferred that they need to learn their
role 'in relation to a complex set of others' (Charon 1985 p69). The sensitivity of children here is acute

and may not even require any visible interaction between the two parties.

Group co-operation is essentially dependent upon children understanding their role within the unit; this
is placed on long term bases that are initially negotiated but later implicitly understood. Essentially a
group holds shared meanings that determine the behaviour of its members. Mead identified the
organised community or social group which gives rise to the individuals concept of themselves as the

'generalised other' (Mead 1934 p154). Essentially this is the phenomenon to which the child will refer
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as a guide to the conduct of their behaviour, since the '...attitude of the generalized other is the attitude
of the whole community’ (Mead 1934 p154). However, when considering the structure of experience
within physical education, the broad 'generalised other' will be replaced by a localised version of the
same; the class will share meanings that tend to determine individual's behaviour within it in the
'minor' communities that it presents. In development of self, the individual takes attitudes of other to

him/herself and others but also:

...towards the various phases or aspects of the common social activity or set of social
undertakings in which, as a member of an organized society or social group, they are all
engaged

Mead (1934 pl54)

This includes the isolate within groups since, if they exist within a group, they form a key part of the
group dynamic. Whilst this may seem a rather ambiguous statement to make, in the current study I
found that those children who were identified as isolates in fact responded to, and ‘played out’ that
role. They were treated in a certain capacity by others and for as long as they played their designated

‘roles’ they remained unchallenged and preserved their sense of self.

Children perceive certain others in a specific way; subsequently they expect them to behave
accordingly; as a result, children perceive their role in that same way and the situation becomes a self-

fulfilling prophecy:

Members of society learn the rules for appropriate behavior and how to interpret the behavior

and events they observe
Aamodt (1991 p42)

This is not to suggest that ‘free will’ does not exist. As I have already argued, children will manipulate
their presentation of self in order to determine others’ reaction to them and they, ther