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Youth perspectives: schooling, capabilities frameworks and human rights 
Abstract

Interviews with 14-19 year olds in England and Wales are analysed to explore young people’s perceptions of the experience of school and of alternative settings for learning such as further education colleges or work-based learning. Many experience school as oppressive, suggesting a defeasance of their rights as human beings.  The article posits that conceptualisations of childhood, rather than offering protection, may lead to vulnerability and that in secondary schools there are negative and disabling relationships between teachers and learners. If secondary pupils are conceived as vulnerable and marginalised, frameworks to address issues of social justice and inclusion for disadvantaged groups may be relevant. A capabilities approach to assuring the wellbeing of young people is explored as an alternative theory within which to evaluate schooling and to adjust relations between young people and staff. 
Listening to 14-19 year olds
Ongoing interest in learners’ ‘voice’ is reflected in a range of recent studies to investigate the perspective of students on their experience of schooling (Arnot et al, 2004; DfES, 2004; Fielding, 2004 & 2006), as part of the quest to understand how inclusive education, however defined, may be achieved (Brodin & Lindstrand, 2007).  This article adds to the growing body of work by analysing individual and focus group interviews from 304 14-19 year olds in four Local Authorities in England and Wales many of whom feel alienated by schooling. The analysis explores young people’s perceptions of the experience of school and, in some cases, alternative settings for learning such as further education colleges or work-based learning. Fielding (2006) argues that there is often an instrumental use of learners’ views: what can young people tell us that may help us assure national and organisational goals? This article approaches young peoples’ views from a different perspective. It assumes that school is a defining experience for many young people and that the views of 14-19 year olds have validity in their own right as comments on and understandings about their goals and their experience of this period of their life.

The article analyses what is perceived by young people as positive or otherwise. It establishes the negative perceptions of many of those interviewed and the importance of relationships with those adults supporting learning as foundational for personal growth. The article explores how conceptualisations of childhood, rather than offering protection, may lead to vulnerability. The adoption of a capabilities approach to assessing the wellbeing of young people is explored as an alternative framework within which to evaluate schooling and to adjust relations between young people and staff, and particularly relations with those for whom schooling has provided a negative experience. 
Achieving a more inclusive approach to educating those of age fourteen to nineteen has become a key policy goal within the UK, ensuring that all young people stay in education or training until age nineteen and achieve accredited outcomes (DfES, 2005). The national strategy to achieve this is primarily a change of curriculum, with a new Diploma to offer flexible academic and vocational qualifications, available from 2008. This article challenges the priority accorded to curriculum change and suggests that advances in inclusion may require an adjustment of power relations within schools as much as curriculum change.

Communicating young people’s views

Fielding (2004) draws on the work of Alcoff (1991) and Humphries (1994) to discuss a number of issues in speaking with or for students and suggests three potential misuses of such a gift. Accommodation takes ideas which challenge the status quo and incorporates them within existing structures and language. This article attempts to draw on frameworks with a provenance outside education in order to communicate the experience of some young people and to challenge existing structures. Accumulation highlights the danger of using knowledge provided by the disempowered to alert those with power to better means of control. Certainly the intention is to understand better how all young people could be enabled to learn and to participate in education. Such an aim is, of course, in the interests of the powerful as much as the disempowered. Any good which reduces alienation and distress could be interpreted as manipulation towards the valued ends of the larger community. However, the premise of the article is that increasing knowledge and deepening reflection may, over time, bring about positive change. The justification for speaking with and for young people is therefore to engage personally and to offer to others the opportunity to confront the issues they raise (Reynolds & Trehan, 2003). By such means we hope to avoid the third misuse, that of appropriation; the intention is not to confirm the role of young adults in schools but to question it.

Conceptualising childhood

Bentley (2005, p. 108) argues that choice theory suggests that children do not have the power to enforce decisions and so ‘the inability to exercise this power effectively rules out children as being competent to be the holders of rights’. This results in a conception, broadly adopted in many societies, which views children as passive recipients of decisions and actions by which adults uphold their rights. Childhood is therefore conceived as a qualitatively different state from adulthood. In fact this concept of children is in stark contrast to the reality of childhood in many parts of the world where children participate in adult activities such as wage earning, crime, and war. Bentley also points out that the concept of childhood extending until late puberty is dependant on a level of economic security which is not available to millions of children. 

While policy at national and organisational level may depict children as accorded dignity and protection, Bentley (2005, p118) argues that the view of them as recipients of care derives from archaic ideas of them as chattels of parents and, by extension, of teachers in loco parentis. There is evidence both in the data reported here and in other studies of the commodification of young people. For example, schools wish to enrol particularly the academically gifted and retain ‘their’ students post-16 (Edwards & Whitty, 1997; Lumby & Morrison, 2006; Schagen et al, 1996). 

Childhood is a convention in each society. There are children, including some amongst the sample here, whose lives have demanded a high level of self-responsibility. While a legal boundary may be required and inevitably will maroon some irresponsible adults on one side and responsible children on the other, many of the young people in the four Authorities did not see themselves as children and challenged the consequent abrogation of their rights.

Childhood and capabilities

In common with all human beings the young people involved in this research have human rights to justice and equality (General Assembly of the United Nations, 1948). However, there is no universally agreed definition of either concept. How then are they to be conceived in relation to the experience of education, and does their concept differ in relation to young people aged 14-19 compared to younger children or fully mature adults? 

Much of nation states’ action to achieve equality is evaluated in terms of comparing outcomes, for example of particular groups’ representation in employment, their income, their life expectancy. Justice may be conceived as evident when evaluation indicates membership of a particular group does not disadvantage an individual in achieving any of these outcomes. Evaluation of equality and justice in education in the UK reflects this outcomes-based approach. Schools and colleges are primarily judged on the comparative attainment of students and on progression to further education, training or employment. 

Sen’s (1984) work on capabilities, and increasingly that of others who build on his ideas, have at their core a challenge to the notion of solely measuring such outcomes as an indicator of justice and equality (Saito, 2003; Walker,2005). Rather the focus incorporates consideration of what people are enabled to be as well as what they may achieve:


Policies should focus on what people are able to do and be, on the quality of their life, and on removing obstacles in their lives so that they have more reason to live the kind of life that, on reflection, they have reason to value.


(Robeyns, 2005, p. 94)

Walker (2005, p. 104) insists that ‘we address human development not simply as abstract ideas, but as lived capacities at the level of everyday life’. The aim is an ‘environment suitable for human flourishing’ (op cit. p. 103). Acquisition of accredited outcomes such as GCSEs is an inadequate measure of the degree to which schools accord young people opportunities not only for a life they have reason to value in the future, but also throughout their adolescence.

However, applying a capabilities approach to children raises complex issues (Saito, 2003), most critically, whether children can be conceived as having the capacity to make choices on their own behalf which will lead to an enhancement of their capabilities (Walker, 2005). Sen argues that children’s choice and freedom may need to be denied in order to secure a life the adult values in the future, even when an imposed experience is painful and resisted, for example inoculating a child (Saito, 2003). 

There are difficulties with this argument. First, it potentially homogenises children and assumes the same justification for the absence of choice that may be appropriate for an infant is equally so for a sixteen year old. Second, how is justification of imposition of what is received negatively to be assessed? If as a consequence, years of life may be spent in a way which is not enjoyed or valued by the individual, what scale is to be used to assess if future benefits justify the imposition of the experience which was painful?  The example of inoculation is too simplistic in its measurable effects.  Finally, does the imposition of a benignly intended but negatively experienced education actually result in enhanced future capabilities for all?

Methodology

The research in two Authorities in England and two in Wales investigated the effectiveness of local education and training for 14-19 year olds during the period 2004 - 2006; that is, how far provision was meeting the needs and leading to success, defined as both retention and achievement, for all young people.  The article undertakes analysis across the datasets. Three hundred and four young people were interviewed, drawn from thirty four secondary schools, two youth services, four general further education and two sixth form colleges. Of the 304 interviewed, 186 had been selected by their school to participate in alternative extended education or training in further education or work-based learning while of compulsory school age. Two hundred and ninety one were interviewed in focus groups of six to eight. The participants were selected by the school or college, which was requested to ensure a profile of mixed gender, attainment or predicted attainment and ethnicity. The majority of the young people were those who were not expected to or had not achieved five or more GCSEs at A*-C. Twenty had been suspended from school and nine had been excluded. Additionally thirteen young people who were disengaged from schooling were individually interviewed. The profile by gender and year group is shown in table one. Where numbers do not tally this reflects blanks on the demographic information sheets completed by respondents. 

Table 1: Profile of learners interviewed

	
	Learners
	  m
	  f
	Ind. Int.
	Yr. 10
	Yr. 11
	Yr. 12
	Yr. 13

	Authority 1
	63
	24
	23
	4
	19
	32
	0
	0

	Authority 2
	89
	49
	40
	5
	67
	5
	6
	6

	Authority 3
	67
	34
	25
	4
	32
	25
	0
	2

	Authority 4
	85
	30
	55
	0
	6
	32
	39
	8

	TOTAL
	304
	137
	143
	13
	124
	94
	45
	16


All were asked about their experience of school, their likes and dislikes, and what supported or hindered their learning. If they had experienced an alternative learning environment they were asked if it was different to school and if so what they liked or disliked about the difference. All interviews were recorded. 

Focus groups were chosen as a method so young people were in the majority and supported by the presence of others to build their confidence to speak. The presence of peers can also be an inhibitor. A very small number of young people did not contribute much, though there is no way of knowing if they would have been more or less forthcoming if individually interviewed. Given that a large proportion were disaffected or disengaged, it might be expected that each group might encourage each other to give negative views. In fact, groups stressed their discrimination and took trouble to communicate what was positive in their experience as well as what was unsatisfactory. The focus group interviews often functioned differently to individual interviews, with young people discussing as a group, correcting and adding to the views of each other (Ebbutt & Watts, 1987). Consensus was not expected, though reached sometimes. Nevertheless, some key points emerged in all four locations, communicating experiences and views which, while not universal, were common; that is, they were raised by the majority of groups in each location. 
The 140 staff who were interviewed held a range of roles. School staff included deputy head or head of year, teachers and those working in support such as instructor, mentor and work-based learning liaison. Further education college staff included a similar mix of senior leadership team, lecturers, mentors and teaching assistants. Those from the LAs or service support included roles related to inclusion, widening participation, 14-19 coordination, Business Link and careers services. Staff were interviewed individually for up to an hour with two exceptions. In one case two and in another four staff were interviewed together because of staff time restrictions. Interviews were recorded and notes and quotations are taken from the recordings. The range of staff interviewed is not representative of all the staff involved in supporting the young people who were interviewed. The data however do indicate a range of perspectives and attitudes.
The data from both students and staff was coded with a grounded approach allowing themes and patterns to emerge. The themes were then broadly grouped into aspects of experience of education which young people valued or the contrary, their perceptions of their relations with school teachers and college or employer staff, and finally their response to the relationships in terms of their engagement with learning. Given that the majority of the interviews (291) were undertaken in groups, exact calculation of the number making a particular point is problematic. Sometimes several spoke at once, or made noises or used body language to indicate agreement or disagreement. The views of those who remained silent cannot be known. Numeric calculation of the number making a point would therefore be potentially misleading. Equally it might mislead to state that a group made a point, in that rarely did all speak on the same point and in agreement. The analysis rather attempts to use the qualitative data to identify themes which surfaced in the majority of groups. It considers particularly, but not exclusively, moments which seemed to have the quality of an epiphany for participants. These were moments when a group appeared to engage differently, the whole group focusing more intently, struggling to help each other articulate, reaching agreement in a way which appeared to indicate a moment of importance for them.

Joyce (1944) in his novel Stephen Hero considers both the nature of an epiphany and the communication of epiphany. The ordinary, even the banal, is transformed through a shock of revelation. The task of the author, and in the this case the researcher, is not only to communicate the moment of understanding in the perception of the young people, but to achieve a second process of revelation in the comprehension of the reader. What is being attempted is to communicate not the thing itself, the trivial, for example an everyday classroom incident, but the perception of the incident and its meaning to the individual(s) concerned, to make strange the common incidents of school through the lens of the perception of young people.  What may seem banal, that young people do not always get on with teachers, is revealed with a sense of new meaning and significance.
The views expressed and experiences described are similar between groups and between locations and also resonate with larger studies of this age group (Gorard & Smith, 2006; Higham & Yeomans, 2005; Lumby & Briggs et al, 2002; 2005; Welsh Assembly Government, 2005). Reporting views emerging from the words of three hundred does not seek to offer a representative picture, but rather to demand attention be paid to the accumulation of individual perspectives of this group of young people, many of whom were considered by the staff who selected them for alternative provision as in some sense problematic. Participants are therefore likely to particularly reflect the perspective of those who may not have been academically successful at school. 

Data is presented indicating if it is from a focus group (FG) or individual interview (Ind. Int.), whether the learner(s) were enrolled at school (SCH) or a further education college (FEC) and from which Authority, numbered one to four. The words of young people are given in italics. A dash indicates a different speaker to the previous.

Speaking with and for young people

The complexity and difficulty of representing the views of young people is acknowledged. The educational, personal, social and political context experienced by each respondent is not known. Each young person interviewed will have constructed a narrative dependant on their agency and their self-conception. The extent to which the narrative is seen as reflecting their experience of education is contested. A number of teachers involved in the projects suggested that respondents were constructing or exaggerating reality. Wragg (2002, p. 150) writing of focus groups suggests that even though group members can help each other build a picture of school life: ‘The consensus might still be fiction’. Why should the words of young people be considered more fictional than those of adult staff for example? Power asymmetries seem at play. If all humans create narratives about their lives and experiences, meaning still resides in such ‘fiction’. Scheurich (1995, p. 242) notes ‘the unresolvable ambiguities of consciousness, language, interpretation, and communication’.  The position adopted in analysing the words of young people is that there is no safe ground ‘reality’. Rather it is accepted that the subjective perspectives of the experience of schooling and learning hold meaning.
The position of the researcher is also problematic. Some assume that in interviewing there is an asymmetric and potentially patronising or exploiting relationship (Burgess-Limerick et al, 1996).  The young people were asked to participate in focus groups or individual interviews by their school/college, employer or service provider such as the youth service. At the start of each interview the voluntary nature of participation was made clear. Nevertheless, choosing to leave is likely to challenge young people’s confidence and ability to resist the request of an adult. Only one young person chose to withdraw. Others however chose the degree to which they participated or otherwise. The interviewee has the choice of what to communicate or to communicate at all. Therefore, rather than characterise the interviewees as powerless, Burgess-Limerick et al (1996, p. 449) suggest that ‘it is useful to conceptualise the interview as a gift of time, of text, and understanding, that the interviewee gives to the interviewer’. Many of the young people indicated that they wanted to communicate not only with the interviewer but through this process with a wider audience. This article therefore is our use of their gift: our ‘story of their story’ (op cit, p. 450). 

Young people’s perceptions - what is valued 
Young people identified what they valued. This included:

· adult relationships with staff;

· enjoyment while learning through socialising and humour; 
· physical freedom; 
· choice of learning pathway;
While only the latter category appears directly related to learning, the young people connected all these factors to their capacity to learn. The nature and perceived impact of pedagogic practices is reported elsewhere (Lumby, 2007). The first four categories are explored here.
Adult relations

The United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of the Child (General Assembly, 1989, p. 1) links the full development of children with growing up ‘in an atmosphere of happiness, love and understanding’. Amongst the focus groups were young people who had experienced this in a school environment. However, issues about relationships with staff and with discipline were raised widely by young people in all four Authorities. 

As reported in other studies (Higham & Yeomans, 2005), by far the most ubiquitous experience that was valued (or deplored by its absence) was being treated as an adult. Those who had experienced learning outside school often contrasted the adult relations with college or employer tutors with those of their school teachers. Speaking of further education (FE) college staff:

            - And the teachers in there they don’t ….Even though they know we’re not 
adults they…


- They treat us properly.


(Focus group, school, Authority 2)

Being treated ‘properly’ as an adult had a number of elements. Words that were used repeatedly were respect, dignity, relaxed or laid back, and trust. Respect was indicated by tone of voice, not shouting, being polite:


- They treat you like adults and as if you were mature.

- If they ask you to do something, they don’t shout. They just ask you politely.

- It’s the tone of voice they use.

- They treat you with respect.


(Focus group, SCH, Authority 3)
Respect was linked with caring and less power distance between student and teacher. A focus group in Authority 3 described their relationship with FE tutors. It was to them a novel experience:


- The people who taught look up to you.


- Is good to us and treats us with respect and like we are grown ups.


- The tutors treat us like adults and not like kids.


- It’s a lot better; they’re more like friends than teachers.


(Focus group, SCH, Authority 3)

‘Respect’ is the word which appears most often in the data. It appears to be generally understood by the young people as encompassing a range of characteristics in relationships which support their sense of self-worth. Gudykunst (1995, p.22) draws on Turner (1988) to suggest four critical human needs:


(a) our need for a sense of predictability (or trust) 

(b) our need for a sense of group inclusion, 

(c) our need to avoid or defuse anxiety, and 


(d) our need to sustain our self-conception.
Relationships exhibiting respect seemed to meet these needs and were encountered more frequently in learning settings outside school. In contrast, many of the young people articulated anxiety that their self-conception was eroded by relations in school which they saw as disrespectful. 

A number of other aspects of teachers’ behaviour were highlighted as negative. Discipline was seen by some as inconsistent; teachers were quick to reprimand, frequently shouted and were believed to characterise pupils early in secondary schooling and to be strongly influenced in their relations with the individual by the characterisation. Some students suggested that school teachers were not equitable in their discipline and that learners who were more academically able or played sports were treated more leniently. Some teachers were depicted as abusing power, using symbolic activity to emphasise their control: 


- You have to ask permission to take your jumper off.


- Sometimes if you ask to take your jumper off then they say no. You have to sit there boiling.


(Focus group, SCH, Authority 2)

Perhaps most disquieting, some pupils believed that teachers gave more attention to the most academically able and that those who were unable to keep up were sidelined:


- In school the teachers explains and then says if you don’t understand put your hand up, but if you put your hand up, they have a go at you.



- I ask for help and the teacher just blanks me out and helps someone else.


(Focus group, school, Authority 2)

In the words of one young man ‘They help the ones who know’.

In summary, while some of the young people were happy in school and could distinguish teachers with whom they had positive and supportive relations, young people in the majority of focus groups across the four Authorities depicted a different experience which variously included unkindness and inequitable discipline enacted through humourless and symbolic means of control which emphasised the asymmetries in power. Some related a failure to learn to this negative experience. One young man in Authority 2 recounted a disrespectful act by one teacher which he believed marked the end of his effort to learn. Now:


I might as well get a job and not come to school because I don’t do no work.


(Focus group, school, Authority 2)

Socialising and humour

Socialising and humour were highly prized. The ability to talk to each other in class and to share humour and enjoyment with each other and with their tutors was noted as liberating and supportive of learning by a number of young people, in contrast to school where talking in class was often seen as disruptive of learning:
She's a nice lady our tutor. She makes us laugh. 

(Focus Group, SEN SCH, Authority 1)

-The people who teach us are kinder


-You can have a laugh and a joke with them 


(Focus Group, SCH, Authority 3)

The link between kindness and humour is perhaps an important indicator of why humour was seen as so relevant to learning. It was a further characteristic of the different kind of relationship they strove to communicate, using the term ‘adult’.  As one NEET young man in Authority 2 tried to explain:


Teachers want total control.  But I want help and kindness with some control…If a teacher could speak to you in a nicer way like…it’s difficult to explain.
The perception of being viewed as an equal by adults, being trusted and sharing humour had a very positive impact. The rise in motivation and in some cases ‘spectacular learning’ in response (Billett, 1998, p. 259) was noted by many of the young people, staff and parents interviewed (Lumby, 2007). They cited as evidence engagement with learning and achievement of accredited outcomes against expectation. If however learning is defined as including the acquisition of affective attributes, rather than just accredited outcomes, then it is such learning which was most marked by both staff and parents.
The physical environment

Many of the young people valued having more space between themselves and others, and greater freedom to move around. The impact on learning of the use of space such as the physical contiguity of large and small bodies or restricting movement in a building and its environs, is not explored in an extensive literature. Yet it was a key point that was stressed by several groups. A focus group where the 14 year old boys had still not passed puberty and so were small, painted vividly the school experience of ‘a massive teacher walking beside you all the time’ and ‘Teachers at school have hawk eyes and stand over you while you’re doing your work. It’s really annoying.
(Focus group, SCH, Authority 3). This group of young men were still physically small, but they had a sense of adulthood nevertheless which seemed threatened by the size and closeness of teaching staff. 
Aspects of space were explicitly connected to stress at school, particularly by young men. A school focus group in Authority 3 were all vehemently against classrooms ‘jam-packed with people’, 25-30 in a group, which they saw as leading to disruptive behaviour. The challenge of staying seated was difficult for some. The physical freedom of greater space and an ability to move about without restriction at college was noted by young people as removing one source of stress at school which impeded their capacity to learn. Some restrictions on movement, which are likely to be justified by school staff and interpreted by parents as relating to safety, such as all walking on the left of corridors, were seen differently by the young people. One focus group in Authority 2 remarked wryly that keeping to the left was only demanded when there were visitors in school. 

Physical proximity to many others was linked to surveillance which irked the young people. Relinquishing surveillance, rather than leading to compromising safety or less learning had the contrary effect according to some:


They trust us to use paint. At school they would think all we would do is chuck it around. They trust us to wash up after ourselves and because we do it that gains us more respect. We do things well because we know they respect us and trust us.

(Focus group, SCH, Authority 3)

Another group in the same Authority noted that they were trusted to use even dangerous equipment, such as Stanley knives. School staff are in loco parentis and have a duty to keep children safe. Nevertheless three points emerge: first, that paradoxically, some young people behaved with greater care for safety when not under surveillance. Second, the physical aspect of the learning environment was critical for some, particularly young men, in their capacity to learn. Third, some of the rules of movement justified as related to safety appeared in some settings to be more symbolic and concerned with demonstrating control. 

Choice of pathway

Finally there was evidence that some young people were angered by being denied information about pathways and options in other organisations. Staff confirmed that barring materials or staff from FE colleges or other schools giving information and advice related to fear of denting school post-16 retention. Learner choices were further constrained by a curriculum where options at Key Stage 4 and the curriculum post-16 were sometimes developed in relation to staff expertise and interests rather than learner preferences. Some staff believed learners were persuaded into pathways which would benefit the school; for example by continuing academic courses rather than vocational, thereby contributing outcomes which would maintain or boost a league table position. While there is not space here to fully present the data from the 140 staff interviewed in the four Authorities, the limitation of information and the prioritisation of school rather than learner need was confirmed by staff in all four Authorities, who blamed the pressure of league tables, or of wanting to maintain enrolment in the school or in particular options at Key Stage 4 or post-16, and is supported by other studies (Schagen et al, 1996; Shorter, 1994). Some young people were aware of such practices and resented them.
Choice is of course a complex concept. All choice takes place within the constraint of acculturation and within personal, social and environmental conversion factors, which influence both choice and outcome. Choice needs to be guided. Nevertheless, it is important to question the extent to which opportunities are provided and learners’ capabilities are developed to make choices leading to a current and future life they value.

School as a learning environment 

These findings are supported by a survey of learners undertaken across a number of European countries (Gorard & Smith, 2006). For example, of respondents in the UK, less than 50 per cent believe teachers respected all pupils, 70 per cent believe there is inequitable discipline and praise, and only 34 per cent feel teachers do not have favourites. Within the survey there is some inconsistency evident in contradictory answers to different questions. The same variation is evident in the interviews untaken in the research reported here. There was not a clear cut agreement amongst those who had experienced learning in school and in alternative settings. Some preferred school to FE colleges which were perceived in some cases to have ineffective tutors and unattractive environments. However, there were epiphany like moments when focus groups or individuals communicated clearly with a shock of revelation their perspective on the experience of school which was both unhappy and unsupportive.
Spectacular learning

The factor which undermines personal and intellectual growth noted most widely by the young people is the large power distance between staff and learners which translates into an emphasis on control and commodification. Other studies have noted the detrimental effect on learning of a large power distance between teachers and learners (Bates, 1998; Black, 2002; Carter & Osler, 2000; Lumby, 2007) or of the negative effects of how discipline is conceived (Araújo, 2005). Symbolically embedded conventions expressed as cultural norms institutionalise inequality; for example, use of surnames of staff and first names of learners. Rules are applied asymmetrically, teacher’s disrespectful behaviour being tolerated where that of learners is deplored. This aspect of the setting has become so embedded that it is rarely challenged. The data suggest that for some young people neither the power distance nor the asymmetrical imposition of rules are necessary in safety terms, nor supportive of learning, nor conducive to a positive experience of life for the several years of upper secondary schooling. Some young people present as supporting evidence their positive and safe experience of learning in the very different settings of college and work place, where more equal relations are the norm. Rather than being a necessary adjunct to academic learning and personal maturation, habitual relations between staff and learners in upper secondary schools are assessed by many of the young people interviewed as undermining and, in some cases, halting learning and excluding them.

This article has not space to review the large and complex literature on the nature of learning and the place of social relations within the process. However, a premise of the conclusions presented is that the social setting, that is the norms of behaviour and relationships between teachers and learners, are critical for learning (Billet, 1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Leonteyev, 1981; Rogoff, 1990). The data from young people, parents and staff suggest that removal from the setting of school can lead to spectacular learning in an alternative environment, particularly noted in relation to those young people who had previously been deemed in some sense problematic or troubling. Such learning is fast, enjoyable and effective (Billet, 1998). Some of the staff interviewed noted the sudden, dramatic and positive effect on young people learning in an alternative environment to school. Some linked the change to the more adult setting and different relations with staff. None suggested that school might replicate the relationships learners encountered at college or in work place learning, even though they recognised how crucial these may have been to the improvement in learning.
Childhood and Human Rights

The negative experience of schooling of some young people which emerges from this data echoes that depicted in other studies. Bates (1998, p. 7) notes the ‘conflictual relations’ that undermine learning. Equally the picture of young people who cannot understand the work or achieve the tasks set being enjoined to work harder or listen harder or being told off reflects that discovered by Harris et al (1995). The issues also emerge in Carter and Osler’s (2000) case study; teachers who ‘demanded unquestioning obedience from pupils’, appeared ‘to enjoy feelings of power’ (p. 340), exhibit ‘favouritism’ (p. 347), and were ‘preoccupied by the question of control’ (p. 350). As in the datasets reported in this article, ‘issues of distrust echo through the data’ (op cit, p.349). Drawing on Starkey (1992), Carter and Osler (2000) outline equality, dignity, security, justice, and democracy as universal and indivisible elements of human rights.  They present a model resulting from the defeasance of such rights in their case study school. The majority of groups in the four Authorities noted their experience of one or more of the elements in this framework: inequality, insecurity, disrespect, fear, restricted freedom, inconsistent justice, an emphasis on control.  

Many young people in the four Authorities appear to be denied self–determination                                                              of the most basic kind, (taking off a jumper in order to remain cool), are subject to limitations on their movement and communication which have a negative impact on learning. Some feel powerless recipients of harsh and in their view disrespectful relations with teachers which rob them of dignity and self-worth. No doubt many would argue that teachers must impose discipline, limit conversation, order movement, expect obedience. The rationale is that these are necessary adjuncts to establishing a successful learning environment, even if resisted by young people, and designed to secure future capabilities. 
The relations between some students and staff are depicted as different to those between adults, as slighting and oppressive to young people. Yet all young people are in theory accorded rights to dignity. Article 1 of The Declaration of Human Rights by the General Assembly of the United Nations (1948) asserts that ‘All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights’. Such rights are indivisible and non derogable. Many of the young people did not feel they were accorded equal dignity and rights; quite the contrary. 

Although The Declaration of Human Rights does not distinguish the accordance of rights by age except in one instance (only men and women of full age have the right to marry and have a family), children are not accorded equality with adults in many societies. Bentley (2005, p. 109) points out that children remain ‘among the most marginalised and abused human beings on earth’. This despite the fact that children not only hold human rights in common with all, but have additional rights as children. 

If children are not accorded such rights can this be justified by the need for children to develop future capabilities? There is a rich literature exploring the nature of capabilities and their relevance to education (Robeyns, 2005; Sen, 1995; Walker, 2005; Unterhalter, 2003). The writer who has perhaps achieved the most concrete suggested articulation is Nussbaum, who has developed a list of ten capabilities which people should enjoy. It may therefore be helpful to consider which of the capabilities suggested as central to human rights may be the most pertinent to those who aim to achieve inclusive education, that is, an experience which all can enjoy as a foundation for constructive affective and intellectual growth:

The Central Human Capabilities

5. Not having one’s emotional development blighted by fear and

anxiety. (Supporting this capability means supporting forms of human

association that can be shown to be crucial in their development.)

6. Practical Reason. Being able to form a conception of the good and to

engage in critical reflection about the planning of one’s life. 

7. Affiliation. Having the social bases of self-respect and nonhumiliation; being able to be treated as a dignified being whose worth is equal to that of others.

(adapted from Nussbaum’s list of ten capabilities, 2003, pp. 41-42)

Many of the young people interviewed felt they were denied these capabilities. 

The experience of schooling as perceived by many of the young people interviewed was one where capabilities were denied. School was an environment in which they felt fearful and undermined, where engagement with important choices were denied, Teachers may not see their relations with pupils as diminishing capabilities: quite the contrary. They may be interpreted as benign, ostensibly to protect children. The restitution of such rights in alternative settings such as FE colleges or employer premises, and the improved learning which followed for many fundamentally challenges the belief that the norms of relations in school develop the capabilities of all young people in the future if not the present. 
Not only do the relations between some staff and learners in schools undermine learning, they may also do so in a way which contravenes the inalienable right of all humans to dignity. As Article 2 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights states, ‘Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind’ (General Assembly of the United Nations, 1948). Article 26 (2) states, ‘Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms.’ This ideal is reflected in the professional standards of teachers as stated by the General Teaching Council (2006):


Teachers treat young people fairly and with respect, take their knowledge, views, opinions and feelings seriously, and value diversity and individuality. 

Education as experienced by some of the young people interviewed was perceived as founded on a system of disrespect, of undermining self-esteem through the selective attention given to the more able and the institution of inequitable and disproportionate discipline. 

It is important to note that this was not the view of all young people and that positive relations with teachers were appreciated, even amongst the most disengaged. Equally, alternative learning settings were not always more successful either in supporting learning or in establishing more equal and respectful relations. Nevertheless, many of the young people wished to communicate the distress, demotivation and sense of humiliation which was for them the habitual experience of schooling and which cannot be later undone. The young people sat uneasily on the fulcrum of childhood and adulthood and some wished for something different. They felt that they were not leading a life they had reason to value in the present. Nor did they believe this was likely to secure outcomes they would have reason to value in the future. 
Finding a response

The article has had space for only a consideration of some young people’s views, precluding a detailed presentation of data from staff. However, it is pertinent to record that the majority of staff did not question the environment of school as appropriate for learners aged 14 -19. They generally located any failure with the imposed National Curriculum, the pressure of league tables and other policy initiatives and the absence of funding to allow additional facilities and activities. Their attitudes were parallel to that of government, believing the appropriate response to the unhappiness and underachievement of some young people was to change the curriculum. (It will be for future research to consider what changes to school environments are wrought by the proposed new Diplomas.) Transferring to school the power relations between staff and learners which were recognised as helpful when learners went elsewhere was not seen as desirable by any. Teachers may be socialised into ways of behaving which amount to a paradigm of relations which takes on the mantle of normalcy, inevitability and benignity and therefore appear incontestable. 
Many teachers may respond with a rejection of this depiction of their orientation and believe that appropriate respect for teachers requires and justifies the unequal relations and power distance currently prevalent in schools. Some may see the situation as the inevitable effect of gathering very large numbers of adolescents in single locations, or argue that the disrespect lies primarily on the side of young people whose behaviour requires ‘management’. Others may accept the story and the negative impact on some young people but assess that this is related to only a minority of teachers relating to particularly ‘difficult’ young people.
The key issue is how far one accepts the story as told within this small group of young people, and their depiction of the negative effect of school on their learning and lives. While we may be a long way from finding answers to how things need to be adjusted in response and by what means, the first step is surely to make a reality of the rhetoric of listening to student voice by considering what they say, not as children, but as young adults with a right to be heard equally. The experience of school, particularly relations with teachers and the physical environment, did not lead to a life they valued in the present, and did not seem likely to enhance prospects for a future life they would have reason to value. The need for a profound adjustment, a shift in the school paradigm is indicated, and as such, is not open to single or short term interventions. Rather such a shift is only likely to follow a long term, persistent and consistent effort to reposition young people of fourteen and over as young adults. Locating them as children appears in part responsible for their powerlessness and for an abrogation of their human rights and denial of capabilities. 
If their view is taken seriously, the foundational action needed is to build agreement for different priorities within schooling. In policy and organisational discourse, there is genuinely felt regret that some young people have a negative experience of school, but not to the extent that power relations are disturbed. Schools might learn from FE colleges and other adult learning environments what it is that is valued by many young people of compulsory school age and consider embedding those factors in the relationships and the physical environment in school. Even steps which are relatively simple in operational terms, such as moving to all students and staff using first names, would be symbolically a major cultural change, and resisted by many internally and in the wider community. The task for leaders at national, Authority and school level is to begin to build agreement that the quality of life for adolescents at school is a higher priority than securing accredited outcomes; that young people are not primarily commodities to be shaped towards economic needs, but individuals whose human rights cannot be set aside because they are deemed children. The affective experience of schooling for all, including those who may be troubled and perceived as troubling, matters far more than is indicated by the current policy and ‘behaviour management’  discourse (Slee, 1994). The challenge for staff is to lead a process of reconsidering the setting of school and its relation to learning. The challenge for national policy is to ensure schools are not so overloaded with curriculum change or so focused on ‘raising standards’ (Meadmore, 2001) as to debar more fundamental and wide-ranging reform. It may be that internationally, consideration of The Declaration of Human Rights and their articulation through capabilities concepts may offer a surer route to inclusion.
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