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Introduction





This paper is written within the context of research being carried out as part of a postgraduate educational degree employing life history methodology to explore the life cycle of a group of school governors, their individual  life history and its affect on their propensity to take on the role of governor and continue in it.   I begin by examining the term ‘positionality’, what it might encompass and whether it can be recognised, and continue by attempting to establish the influence of my positionality upon the selection of the research area and choice of methodology.  I have examined my own positionality within the area of research and how I might be positioned by the subjects of the research.  The  impact of my positionality upon the research process is discussed and approaches to seeking out and exposing areas of positional influence are explored.








Making positionality visible





“A person’s knowledge can only exist by virtue of a vast range of past experiences which have been lived through, often with the most intense feelings.  These experiences, including textual experiences (books, lectures, lessons, conversation, etc),  we have been taught to disguise so that our utterances are made to seem as though they emerge from no particular place or time or person but from the fount of knowledge itself.”  Rosen, 1998 p.30





Rosen sees his own research interest in autobiography as a conjuncture of a personal history and the response to the cultural forces of which it is a part. His unspoken challenge is to investigate that conjuncture and to remove the disguise in order that the position from which the knowledge was produced is more visible. 





Disguise is an interesting word relating to one’s identity, manner and appearance. Troyna (1994) advised the student against ‘opening up the research process to reflective analysis’ and ‘allowing himself or herself to be scrutinised by peers within the research community’, or to use Rosen’s term shedding their disguise.   He called reflexive work ‘public self appraisal’ and argued that it was nowhere near as threatening for researchers established within the professional community and who were advocating it, as it was for those on the fringes of that community such as postgraduate students.  





Walford (1998 p.4) also warns against self appraisal in ‘navel-gazing accounts from doctoral students that record every detail of their own learning process’.   He goes on to say that this does not mean students should not write a reflexive account of their research, but suggests ‘a different type of account’ which includes a consideration of the importance of the researcher within the research and a discussion of personal influences on the research process. Seeking out and recognising the researcher’s positionality with respect to the research area, exploring the positioning of the researcher by the subjects and discerning the influence of both within the research process appears to be what is required to produce that different type of reflexive account.





Another facet of the influence that a researcher brings to the research is described by Becker (1998).  He cites his old teacher Blumer who believed that one can see the empirical world only through some scheme or image of it and that the entire act of scientific study is oriented and shaped by the underlying picture of the empirical world that is used.   Becker himself discovered that despite the resulting scattered and incoherent notes of students who are uncertain what they are studying or what questions to ask and what data to use,  there was still some order to what they had done.  He discovered that the students’ imagery had ‘led them to ask what they did, attend to what they did, ignore what they did’ (ibid.p121).   Then he advised: ‘They now have to find out what they had in mind that led them to do all that.  The problem is to uncover the imagery that got them into this fix.’   





The researcher, then, should ask what is the image that is held about the research area and what is the conjuncture of personal history and cultural forces that prompted the research interest, and influences the research process.  These initial perceptions can be said to be the positional attributes with which the researcher frames the research process together with the other influences such as the positioning of the researcher by his or her subjects,  the current practical position of the researcher in terms of the research area choices, the subjects chosen, gatekeepers approached,  access and many other practical issues.  Whilst those further influences have significant impact on the research, the original perceptions and evolving image the researcher has of the area being researched probably have the greatest impact.


 


This paper, written by a part time doctoral student, might seem either courageous or naïve, depending on the reader’s positionality.  For whilst established researchers rightly warn us as students to be careful about reflexive approaches, they continue to stress the importance of  the influence of the researcher on the process and the resulting knowledge.  Students are advised to discuss their personal influence, to acknowledge their personal and cultural history and to explore their imagery.  In essence then we ought to know and acknowledge our personal, practical, ideological, cultural and theoretical  positionality and, if we can, discover and discuss the impact it has on our research.   It is in response to that advice that I will continue.








�
Positionality and  selection of research area  





“While some [researchers] become interested in an area of study through reading other people’s work, this is only one part of the story, for the biography of the individual researcher has a part to play.” (Burgess 1984 p.210)





When looking at a personal history and responses to cultural forces of which it is a part in order to discern the reasons behind a research interest, there is a temptation to become autobiographic.  It is more difficult to find the few biographic aspects that may have led to a present research decision, but finding them might help to define something of the researcher’s personal positionality and its influence upon the research process.  





In response to being “forced to leave [my] peers at 11 or 12 years of age and enter the strange radically different ethos of the selective and largely middle class grammar school,” (Bacon 1978 p.21)  I was determined that my own family would be encouraged to take the very best that education could offer them and use it wisely, with wholehearted parental support. I realised that the difficulties in my case had been the remoteness of the grammar school from my home, both practically and culturally.  This left my parents out of the frame in many ways and was, from my perspective,  a negative educational experience.  In encouraging my own children I became increasingly interested in education, eventually becoming a mature student myself, working for an education department and finally taking a doctoral degree.


 


When I was accepted and began my Ed.D course, I was working within a Local Education Authority.  Following a career change,  my remaining role within education is as a school governor and an educational research student.  In my role as a governor I feel wholly committed both to the children and to the school and I have a sense of loyalty to a community which is not my own   I am intrigued by my own willingness to give time, energy and thought in this unpaid and often justifiably unappreciated role and want to explore this with others who are doing the same. 











Positionality and choice of methodology





“It is clear that the life history method can fill in huge gaps in our understanding of the shifting sands of careers and professional lives.  Only then will researchers arrest the tendency to treat teachers as a static, depersonalized mass and, moreover tentative links can then start to be drawn between levels, between the evolution of the education system; the curriculum; the school; and the impact of external influences on the individual teacher’s working life.” 


Benyon (1985 p.164)





As a new governor I felt a  part of a depersonalized mass, in this case of volunteers, about whom little was known beyond the idealised ‘perfect governor’ in the training literature or the governor described in the research literature wholly within the context of his/her individual school.   Having the opportunity to carry out research I wanted to find out about the governor’s volunteer life, and perhaps discover the impact of external influences on the individual governor’s term of office.


  


It is difficult  to discern whether I began by simply wanting to hear the stories of other governors in order to validate my own story or whether, when the idea of narrative and life history was suggested to me, it led to a desire to hear governor’s stories and to collaborate with them from within their own context using the life history methodology.  Life history research can also be seen as a  way of indulging a wish to have evidence, from the lives of others, that we are not alone in what  Measor and Sikes (1992) call ‘our difficulties, pains, pleasures and needs’.  As it turns out there are difficulties, pains, pleasures and needs in the lives of school governors.  Collaborating with other governors in interviews covering their lives as governors has not been so much an indulgence however as an enjoyable and fulfilling experience.  I also believe in what I am doing and hope to contribute something to the field of governor research in the long term.  





Just as those studying teachers’ lives argue that policies and reforms are seldom viewed through the lens of the teachers’ life and work and that their voices have been suppressed (Goodson 1997), so I want to argue that policies, reforms, hierarchical structures and imposed responsibilities which affect governors have not always been viewed from the governors’ point of view. 





I hoped that talking to governors in their own homes, away from the school and more importantly being positioned by them as a fellow governor who is also a fellow lay volunteer in education, a true collaborator, might result in a different picture of how governors see their lives as governors.  





My study of governors’ lives during their terms of office has been in part a response to my own life experiences, but also to my own textual experience of the life history methodology.  I have studied the methodology from the pioneering work on teachers lives in the early 1980s to the paradigmatic life history and collaborative life history work with teachers in the 1990s.  The discourse of  life history work,  narrative, biography and autobiography has convinced me of its ability to place the people personalities and events behind the situations, strategies and processes into the centre of the research enterprise (Benyon, 1985) and to get a new perspective on what is actually going on in a particular area or career.











The impact of researcher positionality on the research process





Whilst my personal positionality has affected the research area and methodology its influence on the research process is more difficult to assess.   During my work as a governor I have developed a sense of personal frustration and bewilderment about the role and raison d’être of governors in the 1990s, and this must surely have an influence on how I behave towards my governor interviewees, especially where the interviewee echoes that sentiment.   In order to draw this out I have studied my interview transcripts with a view to pinning down responses I made and categorising their influence.  This is an ongoing part of my study and will be reported in my thesis.


	


I see practical positionality as the researcher’s position with relation to access to her chosen area.  I am  a Chair of Governors in a First School within an LEA area which has the benefit of a well established governor training unit. This made it relatively easy to meet other governors and to enlist the help of the training unit in finding volunteers for my study.  Regularly attending training sessions and the local governor network events has also helped.  The fact that I previously worked for the Education Department and began my Doctoral degree whilst there has also made access less challenging than it might have been had I had a lower profile.  These practicalities, whilst themselves not intrinsically a part of the research process, nevertheless influence it.  One particular influence which cannot be ignored is the effect that it has had on my sample.  The positionality of those being researched is significant and because the sample of governors was found largely via the training unit it is immediately skewed to those governors who embrace training as a part of their commitment.  





The researcher’s  theoretical positionality impacts upon the research. 





 “If a functionalist, interactionist, Marxist and feminist were to be involved in studying social relations in the same factory, prison, school or hospital the questions addressed and the focus of interest would be different” (Burgess 1984  p.211)





Each person is located in the culture in a particular way, not only being part of the process of reproducing and possibly changing it, but also experiencing it in ways which differ according to one’s ethnicity, class, gender, religion and other crucial components of our life experience (Rosen, 1998). The evolution of our theoretical and personal positionality appear synergetic with theoretical perspectives changing over time, and influencing one’s positionality and vice versa.





A recognition of one’s theoretical positionality might be found in one’s choice of research literature within the area in which the research is to be conducted.   The responses to that literature ought also to give an indication of one’s ideological positionality in relation to the research area.  In seeking out my own positionality, the images I am using to frame my research, I have taken examples of the literature I have read and my responses to it. 





Gann (1998) based his book on governance on his belief that people have a democratic right to run the organisations which affect their lives.  I share his view.  Education is the epicentre of our society and should therefore be democratically organised.  I too believe that school governance by lay people should be a part of this democracy.  My theoretical grounding for this comes from the original history and design of school governance itself .





Deem (1994) asks if governors are free marketeers or good citizens and goes on to suggest  that as international issues increasingly dominate national ones the retention of regional forms of democratic participation citizenship, such as school governance, could become an important means of maintaining democracy in a globalised society. Thody (1994) sees new style governors as a vehicle for renewed local democracy at grass roots level.  My suspicion is that participation in local democracy is a continuing myth in the meta narrative of governance and that Thody is right in looking for a renewal of democracy rather than its maintenance.  I believe there is a dilemma similar to the theory-practice dilemma in teachers’ professional lives (Clandinin and Connelly, 1995).  There is a ‘sacred social story’ (ibid p. 27) of governance which is in conflict with the reality of governor practice and leads to a moral dilemma in fulfilling the role of governor in a way that adds value to the management of the school.   It is important to acknowledge my own moral positionality with respect to this dilemma, my willingness to conform and adapt using my own professional management background,  rather than to seek true democracy within governance.





Spooner (1989) suggests that the role of governor is so demanding that governors must thirst to show goodwill (the loving cup of his title), whilst the responsibilities far exceed the powers and instead offer a poisoned chalice. There is little in the research on governance to suggest a truly poisoned chalice. Spooner’s own theoretical grounding for this view appears  thin.  My own personal positionality as a governor does not reflect this and other writers such as Thody (1994, 1999), Deem et al  (1995) and Gann (1998) do not endorse this view.  My positionality as a governor, researching in an area I work in, is positive rather than negative, optimistic rather than pessimistic.    





I want to emulate Munro’s (1998) honesty when she acknowledged that her background as a critical feminist made it difficult for her to enter the field she was studying without a preconceived framework for interpretation. Her grounding in feminist social theory was inadequate to explain her teacher life historians’ forms of agency, and she realised she had made assumptions when her historians’ narratives did not fit into her neat theoretical categories.  For my own part I recognise that I am captured by a strong identification with my own role as governor.  My own experience is inadequate to explain the agency of governors whose perceptions of their role are very different to my own.  I have become uncomfortably aware that assumptions and generalisations I had previously accepted are not universal within my field of research.  The frustrations I believed were universal to governors do not appear to be the norm, neither is the view that the role is difficult for a lay person to cope with or that governors are not fulfilling their role effectively.  Like Munro, I must take a fresh look and be aware that I came with initial theoretical categories and by doing so may have influenced the process in some way.  





The impact of the researcher’s own biography and position within the research study  has been covered by several writers within the life history and narrative genre such as (Stronach and MacLure 1997, Munro 1998, Measor and Sikes 1992, Ben Peretz 1995)  and it is from this perspective that I review the possible impact of my own positionality.








A discussion of the  impact of positionality in Life History research  





“The tension between wanting to be open and honest, yet not predispose the life historians to my biases, was problematic even before I began the research process.” ( Munro, 1998, p.129)





By  actively seeking out my whole positionality, as Peshkin (1988) suggests we seek our subjectivity, not retrospectively when the data has been collected and the analysis is complete, but while the research is actively in progress, I hope to be more aware of how it is influencing the research and its outcomes.  





In following the methodology used by Huberman (1993)  to study teachers’ lives, I conducted preparatory  interviews with nineteen governors during April, May and June 1999.  The interviews took between an hour and an hour and a half. The governor story tellers were asked to survey their term of office from its beginning to the point of the interview.   Having done this, which was the major part of the interview, questions were introduced to prompt them to remember events and to reflect more fully on their role.





Each of the interviews has been taped and then transcribed in full and it has been my intention to transcribe them exactly as I hear them on tape.  This has not always been an easy task and, more than once, I have forced myself back to retype exactly what was said, rather than leave a slightly altered sentence which had, with that  alteration, changed its meaning.  





Thompson (1978) argued cogently that we can understand more from what is not said.  Often I have felt that what was being left unsaid was confirming my own theoretical views about some aspect of governance.  The half started sentence or the remark that starts with excitement but tails off as the teller remembers where he or she is.  These unspoken sections tell their own story and because I am being positioned by my subjects as a fellow governor who understands the role, there is little need for them to fill in the gaps.  Thompson is right, we can understand more than what is being said, but my own positionality leaves me unable to use it with any certainty. What I have are assumptions made from within my own positionality.  Those assumptions might assist in the generation of an emerging theory, but they can do no more unless they are tested.





I transcribed some sections of the interviews with trepidation, wondering if, when presented with them for individual feedback, my informants would wish to continue helping the project and whether they would want to review and omit some of the stories they have told.  So far I have had no negative feedback.  Stronach and MacLure (1997) argue that negotiation procedures in life history research leave subjects with little choice in the matter.  They suggest that the historians might disagree with the interpretation, but are more or less obliged to treat their ‘life’ as some sort of narrative.  Their views have prompted me to plan a group feedback session with the governor subjects so that they can jointly assess patterns and emerging theories that I believe have arisen.  They will have strength in numbers to counter any misconceptions I may have made.   





Measor and Sikes (1992) found a mounting body of theory which shows  there is both an ethical and a methodological failure involved in not recognising the role of the researcher in the construction of the narrative and the text. They suggest that, as the researcher is part of the context, there is an obligation upon them to unpick and, at the very least, to document their own place in what happened.    I believe that the researcher’s positionality, if they are transcribing their interviews, might covertly intimidate the work by bringing into the text their own educational, linguistic, cultural and religious positionality.  It might be interesting to compare a tape audibly with the written transcription to see what is left out or punctuated in a slightly different manner, but this might be taking the quest for the impact of positionality a step too far. 





In transcribing the interviews in full,  my own contributions have been noted:  the questions I asked, the promptings, the sympathy, agreement and empathy.  The extracted list of interactions has, I think, revealed that my  positionality could be influential in the construction of the text.  It follows from this that, in the final analysis, if emerging theory and patterns become recognisable the influence of the researcher’s positionality might be more easily recognised, as will the imposition of patterns, meaning and images on the narratives (Thomas, 1995).  





Reading one’s own narrative, even the insignificant responses which could safely appear under the heading of passive listening, also gives a flavour of the imagery being brought to the collection of interviews.  From a first parsing of the interview texts some influence on the process  is evident.  If I can find this as a student doing my doctoral thesis, it might show that I am disadvantaged by my own positionality, an emotional and subjective researcher.  It might instead confirm that all the established researchers are right to exhort us carefully to analyse our influence, the researcher’s positionality,  right from the beginning.   








Conclusion





In exploring positionality whilst carrying out my research, I have found that it is fractal and scale invariant.  Each time I feel that I am getting close to defining the concept of positionality some other facet appears and adds to its complexity.  It is perhaps indefinable but it has great significance and has again and again prompted me to relook at my findings, my relationship with the research area and the subjects and the views and values I am bringing to the research.  I hope that I have succeeded in finding something of what the term positionality encompasses, but there is far more to find.  
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