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This paper is presented in two parts. The first deals with current policies and trends in education. Youthreach has created a practice in education that has operated for over twenty years in a territory somewhere between the official schooling system, the training system and the world of work. As the formalisation of education policy and practice has developed in terms of legislation, structures and systems, the unique characteristics of the Youthreach experience are likely to be affected to a greater or lesser extent. This paper signals some concerns at the possible negative impact of some such developments in general field of Youthreach in Ireland. The second part addresses some features of arts education that resonate with the educational approach that underpins Youthreach. A case for the incorporation of arts education as a central element in the curriculum approach of Youthreach centres is proposed.

I come to this conference with a personal history. My professional background is in curriculum development, having spent more than a decade as Assistant Chief Executive of the National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) before moving into teacher education in NUI Maynooth and for the past ten years in the National College of Art and Design. But before all that, I was a teacher in the CDVEC and a project leader in the Curriculum Development Unit (CDU). Within the CDU in the 1970s and 80s, I had the good fortune to be involved in innovative work with teachers and others especially concerned with the needs of early school-leavers, young people in Dublin who were on the margins of the education system, and indeed of society. Our work initially was concerned with adjusting and reinventing curriculum programmes in schools but it soon became apparent that for many of the young people with whom we were concerned, the very structures and habitus of ‘school’ itself were part of the problem. So we developed the concept of ‘out-centres’ where we could pursue an alternative form of engagement with young adolescents. These programmes were still essentially educational but almost unrecognisable from the point of view of established ‘school’ practice. Over the years, the ideas and methodologies that we applied in those settings, notably in the out-centre in School Street in the south inner city of Dublin, have evolved into the rich practice of Youthreach centres around the country (Stokes, 1987).

I retain a number of core beliefs from those times. Essentially I believe that curriculum development is truly a subversive activity. The concept of ‘curriculum’ that we were imbued with in the CDU had very little to do with the syllabus and exam structures that dominate schooling even more today than back then. Curriculum was rather understood to involve the totality of relationships between teacher and learner, the frame within which the needs of the learner were addressed. As such, the learner was at the heart of the process and the teacher was always a curriculum developer, designing and inventing learning situations rather than ‘delivering’ pre-packaged syllabuses. As the national system of curriculum development in our education system has evolved over the years, the rhetoric of development has been colonised by the reality of ever more specific central control through syllabus definition and rigid examination requirements. So it I have always regarded the Youthreach experience as a beacon of autonomy and innovation. 

However, there is a constant tension inherent in curriculum development. Of its nature, and especially in the Irish experience, the most innovative and exciting departures in curriculum development have taken place on the margins, at the periphery of the system. As such developments gain recognition and acceptance within the system, there are always compromises and trade-offs. The experiences of the Junior Certificate Schools Programme and of the Leaving Certificate Applied are of interest as case studies of innovative initiatives on the margins of the system being accommodated within the central system. The frustrations of being ‘against the grain’ mean that activists in such marginal domains as Youthreach are constantly and legitimately demanding formal recognition. For example, the part-time employment status of teachers within the Youthreach system was for long a justifiably sore point. However, formal recognition can sometimes be achieved at the cost of core values.

A useful point of reference for the study of curriculum has been suggested by Hargreaves and colleagues (1996). They suggest three criteria that should be applied in defining what constitutes a high quality curriculum. A curriculum should be relevant to the culture of the learner, to the range of intelligences that learners display, to the present and to the future lives of the learners. A curriculum should be challenging, in terms of setting high academic and vocational standards, of real-life applications and of personal ambitions. And a curriculum should be imaginative, fostering the creative and expressive qualities of the learners and a sense of wonder, of fantasy and imagination.

These are three powerful lenses through which we can evaluate what we do in education. But they are not easily incorporated in any single educational experience. For instance, it might be said the Irish education system is traditionally very challenging, with high academic standards applying in the ‘gold standard’ of the Leaving Certificate. In recent years, the relevance of senior cycle education has been enhanced by the incorporation of elements of vocational education, as exemplified in LCVP and LCA. The Transition Year has introduced other strands of relevance and challenge. By contrast, the Youthreach experience has always been particularly strong in its relevance to the immediate and prospective needs of learners, while introducing challenging learning experiences. In both the formal schooling system and the less formal Youthreach system, there are some shining examples of truly imaginative teaching and learning experiences, but I would suggest nevertheless, that of the three criteria suggested by Hargreaves, the imaginative dimension remains the least developed and the least valued. It is this theme of the imaginative that I want to address here, both in the sense of innovative education and of the creative arts in education.

Education is a transformative process. In the words of Mezirow (1999):

The focus of the educator is on facilitating a continuing process of critical enquiry wherever it leads the learner. There are no ‘anticipated learning outcomes’ in transformative learning.

The subversive nature of curriculum development is most apparent in contexts where education is a process of opposition to oppression. Arguably, this should be the case in every classroom in the country; it is certainly the case in Youthreach centres. Oppression in this context may be understood not just in classical Freirean terms, but perhaps most especially as captured by Iris Marion Young in her ‘five faces of oppression’(1990, p. 57/8). Young’s understanding of oppression as an infinitely nuanced process of implicit and complicit involvements resonates very strongly with the Youthreach population. Oppression, according to Young may find expression through individual or collective aspects of exploitation, marginalisation, powerlessness, cultural imperialism and violence. It is striking how well these interpretations of oppression describe the population of learners with whom Youthreach works.

Exploitation occurs in unequal exchange between the relatively powerful and relatively powerless. These relationships are embedded in social processes, and can include gender, class and race. Marginalisation involves the exclusion of people from useful participation in society. This can result in poverty, alienation, powerlessness and welfare dependency. It implies the exclusion from recognised citizenship which assumes production, consumption and independence. Powerlessness involves the individual lacking power both in relation to oneself and to the wider society. I t also means the individual lacks the opportunity to develop capacities. The powerless are not esteemed (in work or outside) and again, class, racial and gender divisions are in evidence in levels of powerlessness. Violence involves systematic or institutionalised violence (including actual physical intimidation or the fear of it). Individual acts of violence or threat are embedded in normalised social ideas about control of the stigmatised. The locus of blame for victimisation is frequently placed on, and indeed taken on by, the victims themselves.

Cultural imperialism involves the non-recognition of the culture and values of the oppressed individual or group. Thus, minority identities are rendered invisible made ‘other’; the majority, powerful group has a monopoly on ‘normal’ identity and experiences. The majority, powerful group defines the identity and experience of those rendered ‘other’. There is also a process of mis-recognition, whereby difference is invisible but is also rendered ‘deviant’; difference is ugly, threatening, evil. Those experiencing cultural imperialism can internalise the majority view of themselves and their group

These five faces of oppression can be seen as the outcome of the exclusion process embedded in Foucault’s (1977) five operations of normalising: comparison, differentiation, hierarchisation, homogenisation and exclusion. So in dealing with the learners in the various centres around the country, Youthreach workers are engaged in a subversive activity - subverting the norms established by society, empowering those who have been oppressed, even by themselves as described by Young and excluded through  Foucault’s ‘normalising’ processes. In this context, therefore, I see the Youthreach education project as something much more than a response to school failure or to unemployment. It is educational in a fundamental way that extends far beyond goals of employability and trainability, beyond the provision of individual solutions to systemic problems (Coffield 2006).

One of the paradoxical strengths that I see in the Youthreach system is its lack of centralised control. The ‘loose coupling’ model that Youthreach epitomises is one that is essentially counter to the dominant ethos of control in education and the public sector generally. This ethos adopts the discourse of empowerment, of devolved authority and of local autonomy but in fact it operates in a much more controlling manner. Systems of accountability, performance indicators and benchmarks have the effect of constraining all local decision-making within relatively petty and inconsequential matters. In this environment, Youthreach has succeeded in maintaining its ethos of localised response to localised needs. 

A loosely-coupled system has some of the following qualities (Weick 1976): persistence in the face of change, a sensitive sensing mechanism, localised adaptation, a greater number of mutations or novelties, a “seal-off” facility in crisis, professional self-determination and typically, relatively low costs (it may be that this latter element is one of the main reasons for Youthreach survival thus far!). These qualities serve as a powerful counter to colonisation by the state apparatus. In essence, a loosely -coupled system is one in which core shared values, principles and processes apply, but wherein significant local variation is the norm. This should be the distinguishing feature of a school system but unfortunately the trend is in the precise opposite direction - homogenisation is the dominant ethic in current education policy, masquerading under the label of accountability. 

Art: authority and authoring
Richard Ford, the great American fiction writer, wrote recently (2007) that

… all of art - sculpture, painting, music, even dance - can be viewed as being at least in part, about the exercise of authority. The sculptor takes a shapeless gob of clay or an apparently pointless hunk of I-beam and gets busy exerting on it. The painter squeezes the paint tube, lays on the colour…

If education in Youthreach is essentially about the empowerment of the learner, conferring authority on the learner, I suggest that the arts can play a huge role in such empowerment. It is important to avoid shrill advocacy and ‘instrumental arguments’ in respect of arts education. In particular, it is important not to makes claims for which there is no evidence. A number of unique features of arts education have been identified (Davis, 2007) as follows:

· Tangible product, involving the application of imagination and agency on the part of the learner.

· Focus on emotion: allowing learners to express emotions and empathy

· Ambiguity, with great variations in interpretation, and respect for the integrity and validity of differing viewpoints and opinions;

· Process orientation with the learning embodied in the process of inquiry and  reflection

· Connection, through which the learner finds a moment of engagement with and responsibility fro the context and output of the learning.
To illustrate some of the potentials for an arts education in the Youthreach context, I’d like to draw on some research and development work that we have recently been engaged upon in the NCAD. This project is part of a collaborative EU consortium, funded through the Comenius scheme. The title of the project is ‘Images and Identity’ and it is concerned with the development of a visual arts approach to teaching civic, social and political education, or citizenship education. Our work is conducted at different levels, including working with art teachers, with student art teachers and, through them, with adolescents in second-level schools or centres.

In some respects, the intrinsic values of citizenship education can be contradictory to those of arts education. Where the former tend to be expressed in some form of pre-ordained desired outcomes, the latter depend for the integrity on open-ended and contestable solutions. While these value systems are not absolutely irreconcilable, in practice they are difficult to align. Visual arts education tends to be placed in a subservient position to other disciplines in most education contexts, including that of citizenship education. The visual arts are expected to serve the needs, to augment and literally to illustrate the processes of education that serve the primary discipline.

As a first step in the Images and Identity project, in order to capture some ‘baseline’ data or starting point for the research, young people were asked to present their initial impressions of their national and/or European identities through locating or generating some visual images. Predictably, this first stage produced fairly typical (or stereotypical) images. An example is presented in figure 1, a twelve-year old presenting conventional images of Ireland as represented by the shamrock and the pint of Guinness. Interestingly, while many young people chose ‘Bord Fáilte’ style images, remarkably few chose images that referred to religion or to national conflict as in Northern Ireland and the troubles. 

In conscious counterpoint to the thinking represented in the previous image, another group of fifteen or sixteen year olds presented what they called a ‘Dublish’ image derived from the film version of Roddy Doyle’s novel The Commitments (figure 2). 

The open-door image was adopted by two sixteen year old girls: the open door expressing a céad mile fáilte both in terms of welcoming the tourist but also of welcoming the immigrant (figure 3). Significantly, one of these students, having extolled the Irish tradition of warm welcome then goes on to note that because Ireland is ‘in trouble now, it’s time to shut the door’. 

One young man located in a referral programme (withdrawn from school for behavioural reasons) produced a particularly interesting piece of work (figure 4) - a print of his hand, painted in colours of the national tricolour. This is what he wrote to accompany his piece:

My name is ------------, I’m 14 and from Dublin.

Our fingerprints are unique

Our national flag is green, white and gold.

I was painting a model while talking about my ideas of identity and noticed that I had green and orange paint on my hands.

This gave me an idea to do a hand print using the colours of the Irish flag. 

Our flag is unique like our fingerprints.

This is effective both in concept and art-process. The art-work that the young man produced is strikingly effective in its own right. Of more immediate significance however, is his description of the making process. He was engaged in one process (the construction of a three-dimensional figure) when his attention was diverted to another process and a connection to another concept -the paint on his hands, and the connection with fingerprints and identity. In its own way, this account by the learner captures the essence of an art education. It is skilled and purposive, yet open-ended and non-prescriptive. It involves the application of ideas and the making of connections that can lead to unpredictable outcomes. It is not simply a process of casual expression or unstructured experience. 
Conclusions

I have suggested in this paper two important themes for Youthreach to address into the next twenty years - the need for the Youthreach enterprise to maintain a loosely-coupled relationship with the mainstream of education policy and practice and the need to place an arts education dimension at the centre of much of the programming of teaching and learning within Youthreach. There are three significant challenges that the current educational environment poses for Youthreach co-ordinators.  Each of these is concerned with that delicate moment when innovation that has occurred and prospered at the margins and against the grain of the national system, reaches its moment of apparent triumph - when it becomes recognised and incorporated within the national system. By being incorporated within the system, and by adopting the orthodox norms and specifications of that system, those very features that contributed to the successful innovation may be lost. Defeat may be enshrined in the moment of victory.

The first issue I raise in this context is the current pre-dominance of an approach to curriculum specification that is based on ‘learning outcomes’. In itself, this is not a negative development. However, crudely expressed models of outcome-based education can be severely reductive and inimical to a process of transformational education. If Youthreach is about anything it is about empowerment. Too restrictive an application of learning outcomes can destroy the prospects of transformative education. Crudely interpreted learning outcomes, stated in lists of tasks that are routinely ticked-off, can damage the constructivist approach that is at the heart of much of the Youthreach teaching and learning. While learning outcome specifications can be more routinely measured and thus compared to other credentialised courses, they may be quite inimical to the purposes of a transformative and empowering educational experience for Youthreach learners.

A second and related issue is the significance of the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ). The process by which the NFQ has become embedded in the Irish education system is a remarkable example of successful dissemination and adoption of innovation. This framework in itself is a positive and progressive entity on the education landscape. However, its important emphasis on transfer, mobility and progression across education and training can suffer from similar negative and restrictive categorisations, as those described earlier in relation to learning outcomes. Essentially, there is a problem if a framework of qualifications is seen as the determinant rather than the facilitator of educational development. The framework is best seen, I suggest, as a climbing frame around and through which individual learners can create their own learning experience. However, I detect a growing tendency to view the framework as a rigid ladder defined by the credentials that constitute the rungs of that ladder. Certificates and diplomas are seen as the credential currency of education. The flexibility of initiatives like Youthreach to define themselves according to the immediate needs and situations of learners may not always sit easily with a specific rung on the ladder of credentials.  The reason the school system failed many of the Youthreach population was its inflexibility, its imposition of prescribed models of learning. It would be ironic if Youthreach having succeeded in devising a different path within education were to succumb to a new model of inflexibility by becoming too locked into a credentialised system. The ‘loosely coupled’ relationship between Youthreach and the rest of the formal education system should be maintained.

Finally, another positive development on the Irish education landscape has been the advent of the Teaching Council The need to assert the professional status of the teacher has achieved a formal recognition in the establishment of this new body. The two main concerns of the Teaching Council to date have related to teachers at primary and at post-primary levels. It is good therefore to note that a sub-group has been established by the Teaching Council to address the issue of recognition of teachers in further education, a sector that incorporates Youthreach. As from 2013, it is intended that all teachers working in this sector will be required to hold a recognised qualification as an FE teacher. The working party, of which I am a member, has been drafting a set of criteria for the recognition of such Further Education teacher qualification courses. For many years, the status of staff in FE has been a source of concern for those directly involved and a subject of much discussion and lobbying through trade union and other channels. The introduction of a recognised professional qualification will now give parity of esteem to FE teachers, but the similar concerns as expressed above, apply here also. It is vital that FE teacher recognition procedures do not apply inappropriate criteria, or criteria unduly shaped by those for teacher recognition at primary and post-primary levels. In particular, I suggest that Youthreach co-ordinators should monitor these developments and respond to them as they emerge. 

I will conclude by recounting an anecdote from our own experience in NCAD. At a seminar on visual arts and youth work that we held in college a few years ago, one student gave an account of her experience as an undergraduate on a community placement in a psychiatric half-way house for men in inner-Dublin. 

It was a six-week placement and I would say that a good month of that time was spent trying to get our expectations and their expectations to meet. It became about us going and simply sharing the few hours with them. We shared stories and played dominoes, and to be honest that felt like the right thing to be doing. There was however the pressure to produce something. I remember talking to a tutor in a panic at week five, saying ‘But all we do is drink tea!’ The tutor replied coolly ‘Well then, the art is in the tea.’

In a manner of speaking the art was in the tea. I have since discovered the sacredness of the tea break in an institution. In our two hour sessions, forty minutes were taken up with who was to make the tea, making the tea, drinking the tea, clearing up the tea. I thought of Asian tea ceremonies and how they paled in comparison. The strange thing was that the tea was served in polystyrene cups. This was ill fitting. We decided that we would simply make each man a cup with a piece of information, about the time spent drinking tea with him, printed on it. This felt like the most appropriate thing to have done. They didn’t have to drink out of polystyrene any more and we found a way to acknowledge the preciousness of the time spent (NCAD student Jennie Moran in Carroll and Maguire, 2005, p.42).

Of course, that zen-like approach of a tutor inscrutably pronouncing that ‘the art is in the tea’ does not lend itself to specific learning outcomes. But the process described by the student, whatever about the quality of the art that it produced, was a truly educational encounter, for all the participants. 

What Elliot Eisner (2004) has said in respect of education generally resonates particularly strongly in respect of the Youthreach experience: 

…shifting the paradigm of education reform and teaching from one modelled on the clockwork character of the assembly line into one closer to the studio or innovative science laboratory might provide us with a vision that better suits the capacities and the futures of the students we teach. 
That is what Youthreach, in its best practice, has been doing - applying the studio paradigm of teaching and learning in its work with disenfranchised learners.
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