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Abstract

This study explores the development of concepts of citizenship and participation in undergraduate early childhood studies students through the evaluation and modification of a module that examines young children’s rights in a global context. The article outlines how the teaching and learning strategies have sought to inform the students’ sense of social responsibility and also how different pedagogical approaches have impacted on their learning about democratic concepts. The methodology of the evaluation was defined as action research as the process was intended to inform change and improve practice. The evaluation is a single case study, reflecting a particular incidence. The main findings reflect emerging new perspectives on participation and citizenship and different outcomes for young and mature students. The links between pedagogical approach and content for effective learning also emerged, with an emphasis on the benefits of active and interactive learning and multi-media approaches. 
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‘We begin to think where we live’

Williams (1958)

Introduction

The theme of citizenship is a theme with many different interpretations. The extent to which we can regard citizenship referring to a purely legal status, in the Roman tradition, is contested by the Aristotelian concept of citizenship which encompasses ideas of civic virtue and reasoned debate. This study aims to explore the development of the latter interpretation of citizenship in the context of undergraduate students in the UK higher education sector who are studying early childhood. The development of these concepts of citizenship for the students has been tracked through the evaluation and modification of a second year teaching module which examines young children’s rights in a global context.  The key theme of this study is to explore the influence of the content and pedagogy within the module on the students' perceptions of their own citizenship and community participation. It also suggests how different pedagogical approaches to the education of these students have a significant impact on their learning about democratic concepts.

Review of the Literature

The subject of citizenship, in the guise of ‘Personal, social and health education and citizenship’ (PSHE), was added to the school curriculum in the new millennium in an attempt to tackle what was identified as ‘worrying levels of apathy, ignorance and cynicism about political and public life’ (QCA, 1998). The ‘Crick report’ (Citizenship Advisory Group, 1998) comprised the final report of the corresponding advisory group which was presented to the secretary of state for education and employment. However, Osler (2000, p.7) argues that it failed to problematise notions of neighbourhood and community affairs and Davies et al. (2000) identify a social welfare agenda alongside a simultaneous market agenda which constructs students as consumers with rights. These criticisms suggest that the ‘Crick report’ lacked teeth in terms of commitment of democratic participatory ideals.

Callan (1997, p.221) points out a lack of inevitability about the development of citizenship in our society. The rise of global capitalism feeds a tendency for individual and group interest to favour political arrangements that dominate others. This makes it imperative that citizenship has the social commitment of an educational aim to develop the values and skills associated with public deliberation. Callan’s (1997) vision of political education follows a model of justice in which autonomy is foregrounded along with a deep commitment to others so that justice is only meaningful with their reciprocal engagement. This is a view of citizenship which implies the participation of learners. However the detailed scheme of work for key stage 4 (QCA, 2002) reveals a perspective in which learning about social issues such as car crime, arguably interferes with developing the confidence and skills needed for participation itself. 

The DfES funded longitudinal study by Cleaver et al. (2005) which aimed to assess the short term and long term effects of citizenship education on the knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviour of pupils and to determine factors influencing the effectiveness of citizenship education concluded that there were still a number of areas in which citizenship education is making little impact. For example, only small numbers of students were actively involved in opportunities to participate in school policy-development, over 70% of teachers had not received training in delivering the citizenship curriculum and little or no consultation had taken place with students about how and what would be delivered. In addition, many students did not understand what citizenship means and they had little interest in participating in traditional forms of civic life. 

Two key factors within these findings may to some extent explain the limited impact of citizenship education in schools. The first is that schools and teachers were found to use a limited range of teaching and learning activities that encouraged active learning and that traditional teaching and learning continued in classrooms at the expense of discussion and debate. The second is that genuine opportunities for democratic participation in schools are limited, for example, opportunities for students to have a direct influence on running the school. 

With reference to the first point, Stasiulis (2004, p. 296) suggests that citizenship should not be seen as a single entity but be viewed as multidimensional: ‘as an unstable set of social relations actively negotiated and contested between individuals, states, other political communities, territories, and between the realms of the private and public.’ The concept of an actively negotiated citizenship is in direct contradiction to the idea of a formally taught curriculum, with students receiving pre-determined knowledge and understanding from teachers on topics and issue which have not been negotiated with them. The approach to teaching and learning in citizenship education in schools seems to have stayed embedded in the pedagogical tradition, whereas concepts of reflexivity and developing critical debate are typical of andragogical approaches found more easily in post-compulsory education.

The second point also begs the question as to whether schools, as they are currently conceived of, can actually effectively deliver citizenship education. Smith (2001) reviews Dewey’s work on democracy and education and argues that schools need to be democratic in their relationships between students and teachers in order for citizenship education to take place. Smith also cites Winch and Gingell (1999) who state that 'if schools exist to promote democratic values it would appear that they need to remove authoritarian relationships.' (Smith, 2001)

However, Harkavy (2006) points out, with regard to American universities, that often the rhetoric of higher education exceeds its performance. This means that even though universities may aspire to the promotion of a democratic mission in the education of future citizens, nevertheless there are many obstacles which prevent this happening. In contemporary terms, these focus on the aim by universities of commercialization which ‘powerfully legitimizes and reinforces the pursuit of economic self-interest by students’ (Harkavy, 2006, p.14). This then suggests to students that they undertake a course solely for the purpose of career and credentials. Since this situation also matches a 'utilitarian' approach identified by Jones and Thomas (2005) in British universities, it would suggest that the difficulties outlined by Cleaver et al (2005) that schools face, in involving students in decision-making, might also have some relevance for higher education. This is to acknowledge that active approaches to teaching and learning have to also be extended into policy areas in universities too, for them to be properly effective with regard to citizenship education.

Thus, we can see that participatory notions of citizenship coincide best with the aims of learning in a democratic society which involves the development of the Aristotelian concept of practical reason through active debate at all levels of an institution. In this way reason evolves 'through dialogue with others' (p.103) and, indeed, 'conversation lies at the heart of learning' (p.103). This theme of deliberation in the context of higher education is taken up by Nixon (2004). He discusses the idea of a ‘new Aristotelianism' which aims to tread the line between the Socratic idea of negative wisdom and Aristotle's moral emphasis on taking the 'right action' (p.115). Whereas negative wisdom suggests the interrogation of false assumptions, taking the right action implies civic engagement and the practice of goodness. However, the concept of a new Aristotelianism argues that these two approaches to life can be combined through the understanding that a virtuous life is achieved in the face of unpredictability. New Aristotelianism opens the way for learning to become a means of achieving agency and authenticity through 'the complex interconnectivities of social engagement' (Nixon, 2004, p. 123). This is a model which supports the connection between pedagogy and the themes of citizenship which this project aims to make. Learning about citizenship in the Roman sense of knowing one's duty is the predominant picture of citizenship which students learn through the statutory school curriculum. However this cannot equate with the idea of practising citizenship through engagement with others in the pursuit of learning about others. It is the latter picture which this study is exploring; the extent to which pedagogical practices, which require higher levels of student debate and deliberation, can be equated with different types of learning. 

Methodology 

The purpose of the study was to explore the pedagogy on a second year BA Early Childhood Studies module in order to determine the extent to which the students' concepts of participatory citizenship developed throughout this. The purpose was also to gather data to improve the effectiveness of the teaching and learning processes on future delivery of the module. 

In a study of this type, the methodology needed to fit with the theme of participatory democracy and therefore reflect the voices of the participants. This necessitated working within interpretive paradigm to ensure the participants' perspectives were foregrounded.  The methodological strategy involved was a case study, both as the process and also as the product of the inquiry (Stake, 2003). A case study approach is relevant to this study because 'the case study aims to understand the case in depth, and in its natural setting, recognizing its complexity and its context' (Punch, 1998, p. 150).
An action research approach was used as the process was intended to inform change and improve practice. Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) 'define action research as collective self-reflective enquiry, undertaken by participants in social situations to improve the productivity, rationality and justice of their own practices, as well as their understandings of those practices' (Punch, 1998, p. 169). Action research approaches encompass this simultaneous data gathering and development on a 'feedback loop' where change is informed by data gathering and further data is then gathered on the changed actions (Punch, 1998, p. 143). 

Evaluations concern themselves with how things work and gather information about 'both processes and outcomes' (Ritchie, 2003, p. 29). The processes explored were the teaching and learning on the module and the outcomes were the extent to which the students' understandings of participatory citizenship were enhanced by their learning on the module. However, Ritchie (2003, p. 29) also argue that evaluations can 'examine the nature of the requirements of different groups within the target population'. In this case, the requirements of the part-time students who are mature employees within early years contexts and settings were contrasted with the full-time students who had less experience and were mainly younger.

Sample

Phase 1 - cohort 1 was 100 full-time students in groups of 25 (semester 1 2005/6)
Phase 2- cohort 2 was a single group of 25 mature part-time students (semester 2 2005/6)
Phase 3- cohort  3 was100 full-time students in groups of 25 (semester 1 2006/7)
Methods 

In order to gather the 'multiple accounts', evaluation of the pedagogical approaches on the module was achieved through students’ participating in a series of open-ended group work exercises within groups of 25. These exercises gave students the opportunity to express and discuss their views with peers and to record their unique perceptions of the teaching and their own learning on the module, therefore providing the multiple accounts. The exercises were as follows:

Individual reflections on own learning of the module content and the teaching and learning process
Discussion in groups of 4 on what they had learned from the module

Individual reflections on how they learned best and which learning experiences influenced their learning most, 
Discussion in groups of 4 about how they learned best and then linked these to what they had learned (from the first exercise)

Findings recorded by each group on a poster and shared with whole class.

Discussion In new groups of 4 on how their learning affected their understanding/behaviour in respect of one of the following:

choices and /or lifestyle

views on rights

roles and responsibilities as a citizen in the community

Findings recorded by each group on a poster and shared with whole class.

Whole group brainstorm on what citizenship meant to the students 
Minor changes were made to the pedagogy on the module to reflect the findings of phase 1. These changes focused on extending the existing use of discussion; small group work; multi-media approaches and independent research as key learning strategies. 
The third phase of data gathering followed more extensive revisions to the pedagogy, in response to a number of issues which came out of these earlier findings and literature review. Firstly, the students learned about the content of the module best through the interactive and group aspects of the programme (debates, discussion, seminar activities promoting sharing learning, group work to prepare the presentations) and through the use of video. Secondly, pedagogical processes which supported students' autonomous learning development had been highlighted as a key issue for the development of understanding about participation and rights.

The programme was altered for phase 3 to include content focusing on linking what the students had learned about rights and citizenship and practitioners/students' own roles in early years settings in the UK. The teaching and learning strategy throughout the module also included more debates; sharing of information and ideas through the 'jigsaw' method of small groupwork in seminars; role play; exercises to develop groupwork skills e.g. listening skills; live conferencing debate on specific issues; and more focus on 'unpicking' the meaning of selected readings.

Data Analysis

Analysis was ongoing with analysis of the data from the first phase informing the second and third phases.  As Wolcott (1994) suggests, description, analysis and interpretation are ingredients of the analytical process, which can be used in different balance and combination as required. 

Data from the group work was analysed by coding the content into themes and measuring the extent to which each theme was represented. The emergence of themes initially arose from existing theoretical concepts but also included 'local categories' provided by the students themselves (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996).  The coding process expanded the data and led to further questions to be asked at the next phase, incurring both clarification and re-clarification. The data and theory were therefore dynamically interwoven, meaning that while the theory illuminated the data, the data also generated theory in terms of new 'takes' on established ideas (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).

Findings and Discussion
Phase 1

A. Findings about the most successful methods identified by the students for learning about different aspects of the content of the module included:

working in small groups (for different purposes) was the most successful learning method for developing ideas and concepts,
lectures (which were mainly mini-lectures as part of a seminar session) were identified as the key method for learning about theory

videos were identified as central to learning about cultural differences

B. Findings about what concepts of citizenship students felt they had developed included:

increased awareness of issues about rights

knowledge of rights in different cultures/national contexts

awareness of own relative privileges

awareness of own roles and participation as consumers and professionals

maintained notions of citizenship based on dutiful concepts (Roman) e.g. social rules and requirements, social responsibility, rights

Phase 2

A. Findings about the most successful methods identified by the students for learning about different aspects of the content of the module were very similar to the first phase.

B. Findings about what concepts of citizenship students felt they had developed included some differences from phase 1:

increased political and media awareness

need to listen and consult with children in their care

significance of their own role/participation as consumers, workers and citizens

concepts of citizenship were significantly more participatory than the groups' in phase 1

Phase 3

A. Findings about the most successful methods identified by the students for learning about different aspects of the content of the module were very similar to phases 1 and 2

B. However, this cohort placed a much greater emphasis on developing their learning processes as well as learning about content. They emphasised having developed understanding and awareness of, and skills, in groupwork; discussion and debate; listening; time management; use of reading; research skills; presenting work; and sharing and respecting a range of views. This cohort also showed a significantly higher level of awareness of their own roles and responsibilities in terms of supporting and promoting children's rights; consulting and listening to children; respecting children; being a citizen; and community participation. 

This cohort expressed much clearer and stronger views on their role in promoting children's rights and participation than the similar phase 1 cohort ('it is our job to empower children.') Many articulated that they needed to do this through work placements, but also through community involvement and awareness that these issues were current and relevant ('on the doorstep'.) However, some also showed awareness of wider responsibilities for community involvement (being part of a student community; being part of a Western culture with the power to influence change). There were also more comments about changed perceptions of the world around them ('it has influenced the way we view society'; perception of rights and inequalities in access to these). Finally, many more students expressed the view that there were different perceptions about the issues they were studying and not a single answer to the questions they might ask about these ('Who's rights? Adult or child?').

Discussion

The findings confirmed that the module was a good vehicle for exploring and developing concepts of participatory citizenship for these students. The best teaching and learning methods varied for different learning purposes, but overall, active methods, especially groupwork, which involved sharing ideas and reflections and co-constructing meaning from these were the most successful. The links made between the pedagogical approach and types of content that informed planning for phase 3 of the module resulted in students recognising learning processes as a type of learning and showing higher levels of recognition of their own need for participation than the similar cohort of phase 1 students.

Younger students from phase 1 appeared to identify citizenship as more dutiful than participatory, when compared to the phase 2 mature students. However, the phase 1 students often identified participatory concepts and practices, but did not necessarily identify them as 'citizenship'. When asked directly about notions of citizenship, the more dutiful concepts came to the fore. This suggests that developing participatory notions of citizenship for these students requires a process of connection-forming between what students already identify as successful teaching and learning strategies with overt notions of participatory democracy. This connection-forming seems to have taken place more for phase 3 students, possibly due to the changes to the pedagogy to support this development. Nixon (2004) appears to suggest that this connection-forming can be achieved by practising citizenship through engagement with others in the pursuit of learning about others; a pedagogical approach which the young children’s rights module incorporated to a greater extent in phase 3. 

Therefore, although, as the selected literature suggests, post-16 contexts may promote the areas outlined for a participatory notion of citizenship more frequently than schools do, clearly a more determined effort is needed in higher education for students to fully consolidate links between pedagogy and citizenship. Mature students often have an advantage of greater life and work experience to draw upon than the younger students, but this does not mean that we can be complacent about the inevitability of the development of a participatory Athenian view of citizenship.  For instance, Shulman (2003) suggests that the time for this understanding to happen may be determined by educational opportunity as much as age and he says that ‘students of all ages develop the resources needed for their continuing journeys through adult life’ (p.viii) in the critical period of university education. Thus, for mature students also, the messages of a participatory approach to citizenship education need to be more overt.
Nevertheless, this study does suggest that we need to think harder about how to enable the younger students, who are closer to the ‘Roman’ school experiences of citizenship, to become engaged in an interactive style of learning that enables links between styles of pedagogy and citizenship to become meaningful to them while they are at university. Harkavy (2006) suggests that giving a ‘very high priority to actively solving strategic, real world, problems in their local community’ may be one way to advance this (p.33). 

However, it may be that at the same time we have to challenge the values that universities are promoting which contradict democratic values. Harkavy (2006) expresses conviction in the idea that ‘a sustained, massive, many-sided campaign to denounce university hypocrisy’ is the tool that will produce the necessary discomfort to change behaviour in American universities. 

Certainly in the context of our students in a British university, this study would suggest that active learning and teaching methods need to extend into areas of political awareness and activity for the connection of these methods with active citizenship to be nurtured further.
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