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ABSTRACT

This thesis addresses the need to clarify the meaning of the open learning concept. It
does so from a curriculum perspective and with a particular focus on curriculum
control. The reason for this is that open learning is said to involve control of

curriculum by learners.

Tne study draws on curriculum theory to identify three altem ‘ve conceptions of
curriculum which are used as alternative ways of considering open learning. Thus,
open learning is examined as an element of social theory, as an intended curriculum
and as a perceived student learning experience. The analysis is facilitated by the
development of a suite of analytical tools, comprising curriculum code theory and
the concepts of frame and decision-making space. Students are considered as
curriculum decision-makers in order to investigate their latitude for curriculum
control from their own perspective. By comparing the three conceptions of open
learning listed above as they apply to a particular case of open learning provision, by
analysing that case in terms of the suite of analytical tools and by considering the
relevant historical and socio-cultural context, a new theory of open learning is

generated.

In the first instance, the three curriculum conceptions of open learning are applied to
the Australian Open Learning Initiative. The methodology is based on a research
philosophy of realist-coherentism. Theory on open learning, which is generic and
inclusive of a wide range of views, is analysed and reviewed. Three major categories

of theory on open learning (descriptive, prescriptive and explanatory) are considered.

The intended curriculum of the Initiative is then detailed primarily from




documentary evidence with support from key informant interviews. Students'
curriculum experiences are studied by means of a series of telephone interviews with
a targeted sample of 44 students registered for units of study with Open Learning

Australia (the Open Learning Agency of Australia) in the first study period of 1993.

Comparing theory on open learning with the evidence of the intended curriculum and
student experience indicates that a technocratic approach to opening access, rather
than learner control of curriculum, is the central feature of this case. Learner-centred
features of the curriculum and learner control are not primary aims but rather the by-
products of increasing participation primarily through fiexibility in the location and
timing of study and an open entry policy. Students are seen to be essentially
curriculum-takers with curriculum structures acting as strong frames on their
decision-making. In relation to its context, the Initiative is seen as a pragmatic
response to economic and political pressure; to expand participation in higher

education and to have implications for centralising control of higher education.

It is proposed that open learning is understandable as a manifestation of educational
democratisation. Rather than being a novel post-Fordist or neo-Fordist form of
education, it is argued that open learning is a continuation of longer term,
progressive educational trends. Open learning is distinctive from earlier progressive
~ducational movements in its adult focus and use of communications technologies. It
is suggested that, in the post-industrial era, pressures associated with the attainment
of mass higher education are inducing reforms at that level similar to reforms
previously enacted in primary and secondary education as these reached mass levels
of provision. Evidence for this interpretation extends beyond the Australian case and
includes parallels between open learning and the reforms characteristic of
democratisation as well as historical data on the expansion of opportunities for adult

education.

In terms of curriculum code theory, open learning is seen as an expression of the

rational curriculum code. This suggests an amendment to curriculum code theory to

acknowledge a lag in the implementation of certain codes at post-secondary level in




comparison with schooling. If the patterns previously observed in school education
continue to be followed, state intervention is likely to involve further technocratic

and internalised controls at this level.

The new theory implies that a systems wide, rather than a piecemeal, approach to the
development of nationa: systems of open learning is needed. In Australiz, this means
fully integrating the Initiative within the Unified National System of Higher
Education and making its funding base and systems of student support more

equitable with conventional provision.

The study identifies the learners context as a significant but previousty

unacknowledged constraint on students' decision-making and learner control of

curriculum. It notes that transfer of control over entering a program of study is not

automatically conferred by an open admissions policy but is, instead, dependent on

providers meeting the information needs of students.
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Chapter 1

OPEN LEARNING: A COAT OF MANY COLOURS

1.1 Introd iction

Open learning is a concept with considerable, and growing, popular appea! and a
certain practical utility. Following the success of the Open University in the United
Kingdom (UKOU), there has been a proliferation of similar programs around the
world (MclIntosh, 1985:3668). This growth has not been confined to the university
sector and open learning has been employed widely for a variety of educational and
training purposes (e.g. Commission on Open and Distance Higher Education in the

European Community, 1991:6; Training Agency of the United Kingdom, 1989:ii).

Vet, even though open learmning has gained wide acceptance and even though it has
been the subject of considerable debate, its character remains unclear (Carr, 1990,
Freeman, 1990; Kember and Murphy, 1990; Lewis, 1986, 1990; Rumble, 1989a).
While numerous definitions and conceptualisations have been proposed, there is a
lack of consensus. It has become commonplace to preface any discussion of open
learning with a statement orn its multifarious character (e.g. Catchpole, 1992; Kember
and Murphy, 1990) and the debate about its nature has grown wearisome. In this
context, there is a need for a fresh approach towards understanding open learning in

order to stimulate theoretical development and guide innovations in practice.

This study addresses the need to clarify the meaning of the open learning concept. It
does not attempt to resolve the definitional stalemate directly but, instead, offers an
innovative, theoretical interpretation of the open learning phenomenon. This is its

major contribution. The focus of the study is the recently established Australian

Open Learning Initiative (OLI). One common conception of open learning is that it

gives students greater choices and control over their study program' (Carr, 1990;
Johnson, 1990a:4, 1990b:69; Open learning and distance education in Canada,
1989:1). Analysis of the patterns of curriculum control within this Australian




program provides part of the evidence on which the new theory is based.

It is the general contention of this thesis that, despite its novel mode of delivery,
open entry policy and flexible study possibilities, the OLI is inadequately
characterised in terms of transferring curriculum control to learners. On the contrary,
the Initiative is thought to be an example of increasing Commonwealth Government

control of higher education in Australia.

The thesis suggests that the practices and .deals of this Initiative, in particular, and
open learning programs, in general, be interpreted in terms of the democratisation of
higher education. The theory which is developed places the open learning
phenomenon within its socio-historic context using curriculum code theory as an aid
to interpretation. In so doing, the study not only contributes to theory on open
learning but also tests the fit of curriculum code theory with respect to open learning
developments in higher education. This analysis indicates an extension necessary to

existing curriculum code theory to accommodate open learning.

The new theory has implications for the development of open learning programs in
practice and, in its concluding chapter, the thesis explores specific suggestions for

Australian policy.

Before a framework for the conduct of the research is developed, it is necessary to
provide some background on the nature of open learning and to outline the overall

approach of the study. It is also necessary to introduce the Australian Open Learning

Initiative within which the investigation is set. This background is provided in

Chapter 1. The accounts provided at this stage are deliberately brief in order to avoid
repetition when existing theory on open learning and the nature of the Initiative are

discussed in detail, as evidence.

Subsequent chapters build on this brief introduction to develop the framework for the
study, elaborate the methodology in greater detail and discuss the evidence leading to

the new interpretation and its policy implications.




1.2 Open learning

Open learning systems of education originated in name, although not entirely (as
Chapter 7 shows), in nature, with the establishment of the UKOU in 1969 (Perry, W.,
1977:3101). This university has been eminently successful. Within two years of
admiiting its first students, it had become the largest university in the United
Kingdom (Daniel, 1988:178). Since then, it has éuccessfully graduated large
numbers of students (Daniel and Stroud, 1981) and served as a model for the
establishment of distance-teaching universities in many countries (McIntosh,
1985:3668). This occurred at a time of worldwide expansion in the use of distance
provision for higher education during the 1970s and 1980s (Keegan and Rumble,
1982:24).

Open learning has expanded and continues to expand not only for higher education
but also for other post-compulsory, vocational credentialing and, more recently,
schooling (e.g. Lacey, 1993). It has been used in formal educational provision, for
workplace training, and professional upgrading (e.g. Lundin, Williams, Bartlett,
Gerber and Scriven, 1991:18). Recent developments in technology (here defined to
include both material and ideational components) associated with the post-industrial
age have not only created a need for increased and ongoing education and training
but also offer new ways of teaching and learning (Lundin et al., 1993:18,23). The
thrust is towards on-site training programs, flexible study arrangements and self-
directed learning using self-study packages and advanced communications to link

learners and teachers at separate sites.

The need for open learning systems promoting access to education is intuitively
apparent to those with a liberal educational philosophy and attractive to proponents
of social justice on principles of equity. Open learning is also justifiable on
instrumental and economically rational grounds as an effective, efficient and flexible
means of meeting educational needs in an era of rapid change in which knowledge
quickly becomes outdated. While its recent political popularity may serve technical

and political interests (Edwards, 1991), there are those who regard open learning as a
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progressive, even emancipatory, educational good (e.g. Boot and Hodgson, 1987:8;

Snell, Hodgson and Mann, 1987:161).

Education, including open learning, is seemingly embroiled in the broader process of
social change. In this situation, there is a need for fundamental reviews of
educational thinking and direction (Maddison, 1983:16-17). Australian educational

responses in this context include trends such as:

increasing participation in higher education (Australian Department of

Employment, Education and Training [DEET], 1990a:9);

expanding credit transfer mechanisms which have crystallised in the
establishment of the Australian Credit Transfer Agency (ACTA) owned by
the Australian Vice-Chancellors' Committee {AV-CC), and

increasing interest at a national level in the use of communications
technologies for instruction. As examples, the Australian Education Council

(AEC) and Ministerial Council on Vocational Education, Employment and

Training (MOVEET) have jointly established the Open Leaming Technology

Corporation (OLTC). Open Net has been established as part of an Education
Network for Australia (EdNa)®.

Despite the directions signalled by these trends, considerable tension on ways to
proceed nevertheless exists. The commissioning of a Senate Inquiry into the
development of open learning in 1994 corroborates this uncertainty (Australian
Senate Employment, ._ducation and Training References Committee [Senate
Inquiry], 1994). Some stakeholders argue that the focus of future work should be on
technical capabilities and the achievement of political agendas, as Edwards {1991)
asserts is currently the case. Others argue that the focus should be on attitudinal and

organisational changes within systems and institutions (e.g. Meacham, 1990).

According to Johnson (1990b:69), many elements of open learning have existed in




Australia for some time. By this, he was referring to the opportunities for part-time
and external study generally available in Australia. Neverthelzss, several, recent
initiatives aspire to open learning in their nomenclature. Examples include the
Queensland Open Learning Centre Network (Lundin, 1990:3); the Open Learning
Technology Corporation (OLTC); the Open Learning Policy Unit created within the
Australian Department of Employment, Education and Training (DEET), as well as
the $2 million Television Open Learning Project (TVOLP) and the $50.9 million
OLI sponsored by DEET (Baldwin, 1992a:16). These latter two projects involved the

use of broadcast television for the delivery of higher education.

These initiatives appear to place distance education in Australia at the threshold of a
new era in which open learning is being set to play a more prominent role. Adding to
this, current trends within higher educational institutions are blurring the distinction
between internal and external students (Lundin et al., 1991; Moodie, 1994:29) so that
open learning is likely to affect both distance higher education and traditional
provision. Increasingly, the potential to apply mechanisms of open leamning to
conventional university teaching, off-campus provision and all forms of instruction is

being recognised.

However, assigning an educational innovation the title of 'open learning' dcss not
necessarily identify the educational philocophies or practices which pert:in to it,
because the definition of open learning is problematic (Carr, 1990; Freeman, 1990;
Kember and Murphy, 1990; Lewis, 1986, 1990; Rumble, 1989a).

1.3 The imprecision of the open learning concept

Part of the probiem in defining future directions and communicating the meaning of

open learning arises from the imprecision of the open learning concept. The term is

both historically unstable and contemporaneously ill-defined with multiple referents

as indicated below. It is not only that the meaning of the term has changed over time
but also that there are, at present, multiple conceptions of its meaning. In addition,

there is no definitive theory on open learning (see Chapter 4).




The meaning of open learning overlaps and extends the nomenclature used for non-
traditional, educational provision, particularly that known as distance education.
However, while 'open learning' and 'distance education' are similar in a number of
respects, the two terms are not, generally, regarded as synonymous (Foks, 1987 cited
in Smith, P., and Kelly, 1987:74; Keegan, 1990:23-24; Kember and Murphy, 1990;
Lewis and Spencer, 1986; Smith and Kelly, 1987:2). Thus, even though there is a
lack of consensus on definition, there is considerable agreement that open leaming

and distance education are distinct.

Although open learning derives its name from the UKOU, a number of the practices
and philosophies introduced by that university to the United Kingdom were in
existence elsewhere prior to its establishmeat. For example, television universities
had been established in China before 1960 (Chunjie, 1992) and part-time, university
correspondence study was accepted practice in countries such as Australia and the
United States (MacKunzie, Christenson and Rigby, 1968:27; MacKenzie, Postgate
and Scupham, 1975:99-100).

University provision of a non-traditional kind is traceable to extra-mural instruction -
a term which means, literally, outside the walls. In Victorian England, provision for
students unable to attend on-campus originally took the form of itinerant, lecturing
programs and was associated with social movements for the education of wormen and
the working classes (Jepson, 1973:7,31,47; Marriott, 1981:1,11). Extra-mural
teaching broadened into the concept of university extension. This encompassed
teaching methods in which the lecturer and student did not meet together face-to
face, as well as off-campus and evening lectures (e.g. MacKenzie, et al.,, 1968:27).
Extension also included provision for home-study which employed some form of

technology to bridge a physical separation of teacher and student.

Methods for teaching students 'at a distance' have changed progressively over time

both in terms of the communications technologies employed and the educational

philosophies directing practice. Technologies based on the postal system have been

supplemented by electronic methods of communication while attitudes have changed
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from regarding non-traditional methods as inferior, to having value-added appeal
(Lundin et al., 1993:23). Changes in form have been reflected in the succession of
nomenclature. Thus, there has been a change in the names of such programs from
'correspondence’ to 'external studies', to 'distance education', then to 'open access' and
'open learning' (e.g. Campion and Kelly, 1988; Holmberg, 1990; Lundin et al.,
1991:7-9).

Early use of the open learning concept included programs such as Australian
university external studies courses within its umbrella of meaning (MacKenzie et al.,
1975:19). These did not employ the open entry policy or television mode of delivery
of the UKOU and this suggests that open learning has been equated with distance
provision. Continuing this trend, distance facilities in Australia were, in some cases,
in 1993, being redesignated as open learning units without significant changes in

policy or practice to accompany the change in name (Scriven, 1993, pers. com.).

At the present time, 'open access' implies increasing participation in education
through the removal of some of the traditional barriers to further study such as entry
requirements, cost, and geographical constraints (Lundin et al., 1991:7). On the other
hand, 'open learning' can denote a system of educational provision tailored to the
needs of individual learners and giving learners greater choice, responsibility,
autonomy and control over the content, timing, sequencing and assessment of their
learning (Carr, 1990; Johnson, 1990a:4). These elements can thus become more
flexible, even negotiable, between learner and educational provider with the learners
allowed significant control over the direction and design of their learning programs.
While there are examples of programs employing these practices, other open learning
programs differ little from conventional, external studies programs (e.g. MacKenzie

et al., 1975:19; Wedmeyer, 1977). As a result, the nature of open learning is unclear.

The use of the word, 'open'’ in the name of the British university referred to its lack of

entry requirements, its use of communications media to promote its educational

purposes, its flexibility of study location and openness to ideas (Mclntosh,

1985:3668). In actual practice, administrative decisions within the university meant




that entry became, in effect, less open than had been planned. While entry was, in
principle, open to all, enroiment was restricted to students over the age of 21 and
effected through a queuing system which prioritised entry of students in order to fill
regional, course and occupational quotas (Harris, 1987:16; MacKunzie et al.,
1975:16).

This early shortfall between the ideals set for open learning and the attainments
realised in practice is typical of an ongoing dichotomy between aspiration and
actuality which often compounds historical ~problems of definition.
Conceptualisations of open learning ‘as it was' differ from those of open learning ‘as
it is' and as ** is thought 'should be'. Furthermore, conceptualisations of open learning

'as it is' are varied.

The terminology used for non-traditional forms of educational provision is clearly

evolving in conjunction with changing practice. The lack of semantic clarity

accompanying these changes is not only confusing but also open to political
exploitation. This applies particularly to open learning because of connotations of the
word, open. As early as 1975, it was commented of open learning that:

..as an inscription to be carried in procession on a banner, gathering
adherents and enthusiasms, it has great potential. For its very imprecision
enables it to accommodate many different ideas and aims and the two terms
of the phrase carry with them emotional overtones...(MacKenzie et al,
1975:15).
As well as reinforcing the ambiguity of the term by reference to the plurality of ideas
it encompasses, this quotation captures the inspirational and transformatory nature of
the concept and apparently aligns open learning with philosophies and belief systems
at the forefront of an expanding, educational movement. While there is obvious
potential for such an inspirational concept to bolster positive, educational change,
there is also the potential for its imprecision and tolerance of a variety of meanings to
be used to legitimate pre-determuncd policy directions and serve political or technical

interests. Bourdieu (1977:648 cited in Codd, 1988:242) concluded:

Language is not only an instrument of communication or even of knowledge,
but also an instrument of power. One seeks not only to be understood but also
to be believed, obeyed, respected, distinguished.
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Apple (1982:151) and Codd (1988) explain how language may be used in
educational policy documents for the purposes of engineering consent and
legitimating the activities of the State. This is achieved through development and
deployment of discourse broad enough to accommodate competing views and be

meaningful to broad sectors of society.

From a cynical perspective, it is possible that the inspirational appeal and
imprecision of open learning may be employed as a means of control to smooth
policy shifts on educational provision implemented, primarily, for much more
pragmatic, utilitarian, political or economically rationalist reasons. It may even be
the case, as Edwards (1991) has postulated, that the concept of open learning is being
used to maintain social order and retain present systems of political control by
deflecting responsibility for social ills, such as unemployment, from government to
individuals. This potential of open learning flows from its imprecision and its focus

on the individual.

Dewey (1976:273) regarded theoretical tensions in education to be indicative of
contradictory elements arising from the way problems are posed. The solution, he
suggested, involved a reconceptualistion and resynthesis of the conflicting elements
to see the problem in a fresh light. With respect to open learning, there is an obvious
need for such a fresh approach in order for the field to develop. Because of the
growing significance of open learning, the imprecision of the open learning concept,
and the dangers inherently accompanying a lack of semantic clarity, this need is

particularly urgent.

1.4 The study

This study addresses the task of reassessing and clarifying the meaning of open

learning. It does so primarily through an examination of one particular case. The
study makes a general contribution to theory on open learning and compiles detailed
knowledge of a significant Australian innovation. The focus of the study is the

Australian Open Learning Initiative. This proved to be an ideal case from which to




investigate open learning in the Australian context because of its national

prominence and significance.

A number of previous studies have analysed open learning using a series of
dichotomies or unvalidated semantic differentials representing the opeu to closed
extremes of various policy issues thought to be linked to openness (e.g. Kember and
Murphy, 1990; Lewis, 1986, 1990). How open an educational program was
considered to be, was measured by the extent to which students decided issues such
as the timing, location, content, mode and assessment of their learning. This kind of
approach was rejected for the present purpose as its potential to illuminate the nature
of open learning seemed limited and likely to be overly influenced by established,

literature conceptions of openness lacking sensitivity to the student perspective.

A small number of studies, most notably Edwards (1991) but also Farnes (1993) and,
less directly, Gee and Lankshear (1995) have sought to explain open learning with
reference to its cultural and historical context. A similar approach is adopted here.
The existence of this body of interpretive theory does not obviate the need for the
study, however, for while a number of competing interpretations exist, none is
regarded as adequate, particularly from a curriculum perspective. The reasons for

this are elaborated in Chapter 4.

The fresh perspective oftered by this study derives from an interdisciplinary
approach in which open learning is regarded as a curriculum phenomenon and
openness is seen as an issue of curriculum control. The rationale for adopting this

approach is as follows.

In a general way, open learning falls within the bounds of curriculum theorising on
the grounds that it is an educational form. In addition to this, the curriculum
perspective is particularly appropriate given that the flexibility of open learning is
said to give learners greater choice and control over their study (Carr, 1990; Johnson,
1990a:4; Open learning and distance education in Canada, 1989:1). The educational

policies open to student control are such things as the timing, location, content and
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mode of study and its assessment. These are fundimental questions of curriculum
design (Walker, D., 1990:1-16) and this forges a link between open learning and
issues of curriculum. Furthermore, as the central issue is the extent to which students
decide aspects of curriculum, open learning is conceived, in this study, as a
curriculum phenomenon associated with issues of curriculum control. This is
understood to be a novel approach as no previous studies construing open learning in

this manner could be located.

Thinking of open learning in this way, invites integration of knowledge from the
separate fields of open learning and curriculum and this assists in generating the
insights provided by the study. It does not, however, exhaust the possible approaches
which might have been taken and the study is, in a sense, limited to interpreting open
learning as a curriculum phenomenon rather than more broadly as an emerging social

or cultural practice.

Two additional mechanisms contribute to the interpretation developed by the study.
Firstly, the student perspective is included in an empirical way and secondly, the
time frame within which explanations of open learning are sought has been extended
beyond those normally taken into account. With respect to the former mechanism,
open learning is an educational phenomenon for which the student perspective is
particularly relevant, not only because students are major stakeholders in open
learning, but also because transfer of curriculum control to learners is commonly
implied. With respect to the latter mechanism, whereas previous efforts to
contextualise open learning have, in the main, concentrated on the post-industrial era
(e.g. Edwards, 1991; Fames, 1993), the present research examines open learning
within the framework of curriculum history and benefits from a greatly extended

temporal perspective.

As already indicated, the study sets out to interpret open learning with reference to
its socio-historic context. The rationale for this approach is provided in the following
chapter in which the conceptual framework for study is developed. The framework is

derived from a review of curriculum and curriculum theorising and from the nature
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of the definitional debate on open learning. Its value extends beyond the immediate
purposes of this study because it may be applied to similar studies of open learning
either as a means of analysing patterns and structures of curriculum control or as a

means of validating the new theory with a larger number of cases.

The overall design for the conduct of the research, spec.fied in the framework,
involves synthesising evidence from three separate perspectives on open learning.
After developing the framework in Chapter 2 and elaborating both its
methodological assumptions and specific procedures in Chapter 3, the thesis unfolds
according to the design established in this framework. In Chapter 4, the theory of
open learning is examined as the first source of evidence informing the analysis.
Chapters 5 and 6 report the intended curriculum of the Open Learning Initiative and
the experiences of students undertaking the program respectively. Together, Chapters
4, 5 and 6 relate three alternative curriculum conceptions of open iearning. The
evidence of these together with the relevant context is synthesised in the concluding
chapters to generate new meaning for open learning. This is the basis for considering

specific policy implications for Australia in the final chapter.

The study has both theoretical and practical value. Its theoretical contribution derives
from the application of curriculum theory to open learning and from analysis of one
specific case, the Australian Open Learning Initiative. A portion of the evidence is
independent of the case as it concerns existing, theoretical conceptions of the open
learning phenomenon as a whole. Other portions of the evidence pertain specifically
to the case. Because much of the evidence is case-related, the interpretation
generated by the study must be seen as applicable to the case in point in the first
instance. Yet, even though the use of a case approach requires caution as to the
extent to which the findings are generally applicable, there is evidence to suggest

that the interpretation may have widespread applicability as a way of understanding

the open learning phenomenon. In view of these considerations, the interpretation

offered by the study can be regarded as new theory which is, nevertheless, tentative

and in need of validation through analysis of additional cases.




The prime, practical value of the study lies in providing a sound basis for debate on
future policy directions for university open learning in Australia. Because of this, the
study contains the potential to contribute to the quality of teaching and learning in
that context. Having sketched the thesis in broad outline, it is appropriate to consider

the ©ocus of the study in more detail.

1.5 The Australian Open Learning Initiative

The Australian Open Learning Initiative formally commenced operations in March,
1993 offering university courses supported by television delivery. The Initiative built
upon, and foreshortened, a trial project in the preceding year and meant that, for the
first time in Australia, it would be possible to complete a university degree through
open learning. Prior to 1992, there had been few serious efforts to use broadcast
television for higher education in Australia (Black and Moodie, 1991; Grieg, 1987,
Moodie, 1992a). In that year, the TVOLP, run by a consortium of five universities
with the sponsorship of the Commonwealth government, offered seven first year
university units in a trial of the use of television for university education (Keepes,
1993:1.3; TVOLP Consortium, 1991:4). The units were offered without pre-
requisites or other entry requirements at a cost to students which approximated that
of conventional, undergraduate study. Television programs accompanying the units
were screened nationally by the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC). The
universities of the consortium agreed to grant credit for units successfully completed
through the TVOLP towards their standard degrees as appropriate. However,
students would need to compete for a university place funded within the Unified
National System of Higher Education to complete their studies unless they were

prepared to pay the full cost of a university education.

The TVOLP was intended as a two year trial. However, in the August budget of that

first year, the federal government announced that the trial project would be replaced

by an Open Learning Initiative which would enable students to complete degrees in

this mode (Cribb, 1992). An establishment grant of $50.9 million for the Initiative

was to be divided between a curriculum delivery component to be let by competitive
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tender and an electronic student support network to be pursued initially through a
feasibility study also awarded by tender (Baldwin, 1992a:16).

Monash University subsequently won the contract for curriculum provision and
established a company known as the Open Learnicg Agency of Australia Pty. Ltd.
(OLAA) for this purpose. From 1994, this company has traded and marketed its
courses under the name, Open Learning Australia (OLA) and, in deference to current
usage, the latter name is used throughout this work. The exception to this is that the
acronym, OLAA, is used for bibliographic purposes. This is because publications

continue to be copyrighted under the full company name.

A contractual agreement between the Commonwealth government and the Open
Learning Agency of Australia set the framework for curriculum delivery in which
OLA would act as a broker of educational services and sub-contract unit provision
from established universities (Australian Government Solicitor, 1993). Although
OLA had no charter to grant degrees of its own, students could apply for credit for its

units towards degrees offered by participating

universities. In the initial stages, Monash University offered two such degrees, the

Bachelor of General Studies and the Bachelor of Business which could be completed

entirely through Oper. Learning (Monash University, 1993:1). Participating

universities could be involved in curriculum development and management on
condition that they offered pathways by which these studies could be credited
towards degrees (Australian Government Solicitor, 1993:7).

These were novel and significant developments for Australia in many ways. At the
time, the federal Minister for Higher Education, Mr Baldwin, indicated that he
expected Television Open Learning to catalyse a revolution in the delivery of higher
education in Australia (Healy, 1992). Minister Dawkins (cited in Senate Inquiry,
1994:55) stated in his budget speech in 1992 that "every Australian with access to a

television and a letter box can now have access to a university education".




The formal objectives of the Initiative were to:

"increase flexibility and innovation in the provision of high quality tertiary

education services,

widen and facilitate access to tertiary education through provision of off-
campus courses in a wide range of subjects of high demand at costs to

participants broadly equivalent to HECS {the undergraduate charge imposed

under the Higher Education Contribution Scheme],

build on the long experience, depth of expertise and extensive range of course
offerings and infrastructure of distance education, and also, the more recent
success of the pilot Television Open Leamning Project and open learning
initiatives in the TAFE sector [Technical and Further Education]" (DEET,
1992a:1).

Other observers saw the Initiative as a "cheap way out =7 the problem of unmet
demand" (Dwyer, 1992:27) which had "the potential to cheapen the quality of the
degrees people get" through inadequate support (Tapiolas, 1992:5). Clearly, the
implications of the Initiative are contestable. The significance of the innovation is
magnified when seen as part of a more generalised expansion of open learning across
all sectors of education and training in Australia, as part of a broader, reform agenda
for higher education in that country and as a component in the Government's plans

for economic adjustment (e.g. Dawkins, 1988a, 1990a;, Dawkins and Holding, 1987).

The Commonwealth's Open Learning Initiative is the focus of this study. This is
signified in the text as OLI or Open Learning with capitals. It should be noted that, at
the time the research was undertaken, the Initiative was limited, in practice, to its
curriculum delivery component as the student support network was yet to be
established. The OLI is not to be confused with the OLAA, which was the name of
the company running the project in conjunction with provider universities and the

ABC at the time of the study, nor with its trading name, OLA. Neither is the OLI the
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same as the TVOLP which refers specifically to the origina! trial project.

The Initiative is a developing, evolving entity. For this reason, the study must be
regarded as a snapshot illuminating its nature at the time the research was
undertaken. That time represents an early phase in the Initiative's development and
significant ongoing change can be anticipated. Nevertheless, since many major and
supposedly permanent features of the iatended curriculum of the Initiative had been
established by this time, the study has continuing, as well as historical, relevance.
The new theory is general in nature and it is unlikely that the incremental
development referred to above would alter the conclusions of the study in any

significant way.

1.6 Summary and conclusions

This chapter has established the need for a reassessment of the meaning of the open
learning concept. This need stems from the imprecision of the concept, the growing
significance of this form of provision and possible consequences of allowing the

present state of confusion to persist.

Previous studies have either sought to define open learning in terms of educational
policy over which students have (or should have) control, to describe open learning
systems or to explain them by reference to the contemporary socio-cultural context.
Whereas studies of the first kiad have been conceptually limited and restricted to an
institutional perspective, the others have operated within a narrow contextual

horizon.

This thesis aims to make a contribution to theory on open learning. It proceeds from
a curriculum perspective and investigates the Australian Open Learning Initiative in

the first instance.

This chapter has presented the issue under consideration and provided introductory

information on both open learning and the OLI. The following chapter elaborates the
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conceptual framework on which the study is based. In part, the present chapter has
argued that this should centre on curriculum control and take the student perspective
into account. Following the development of the framework, the specific procedures
and methodological assumptions of the study are ..ade explicit. From these
foundations, the thesis examines three curriculum conceptions of open learning as

evidence for its interpretation and specific policy implications.

Endnotes

1. Various alternative conceptions of open learning are reviewed in Chapter four.
These include views of open learning in terms of expanding access, meeting
learners' needs, flexibility of educational provision, educational technology and
post-industrial capitalism.

2. Open Net was established by the Ministerial Committee on Education,
Employment and Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) and is jointly owned by
the OLTC and the Open Learning Agency of Australia.
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Chapter 2

A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE ANALYSIS
OF CURRICULUM CONTROL IN OPEN LEARNING

2.1 Introductioen

Curriculum control is a pivotal concept in this study of open learning and, using this
as an organising focus, a conceptual framework for the analysis is developed in this
chapter. The framework is derived from a review of curriculum and curriculum
theorising and serves a number of purposes. The first purpose is to assess the
potential of contemporary curriculum theory to assist the research. The second is to
align the study with contemporary traditions of curriculum theorising and the third is
to locate significant points of tension in conceptions of curriculum as a basis for the
framework. An additional, subsidiary aim of the review is to begin to set open
learning in context by drawing attention to historical changes in the notion of

curricuium and its control.

Following this review, the framework for the study is presented. This is comprised of
three main elements which are specifically: a set of vantage points frorn which open
learning may be investigated, a suite of analytical tools focussing on curriculum

control and an interpretive method.

After sketching the entire framework in broad outline, the suite of analytical tools is

discussed in some detail. This is composed of pre-existing, but partially isolated,

concepts and theory unified as a package useful for the analysis and interpretation of

open learning.

In effect, the chapter develops an overall design for the study and its task of
interpreting open learning. In subsequent chapters, this design is applied to the
Australian Open Learning Initiative and then extrapolated to the open learning

phenomenon as a whole.




2.2 Three traditions of curriculum theoi'ising

Conceptualising open learning in terms of curriculum control opens new fields of
theory which may have relevance for open learning. Curriculum theory, in general,
becomes a potential resource, as does specific theory on curriculum control. For the
purposes of this study, control is taken to mean "the opportunity and ability to
influence the course of events" (Garrison, D., 1989:27). Curriculum controi thus
refers to the direction or influence of curriculum development and is taken to include
subtle social and contextual forces as well as more obvious forms of control such as

mandated change.

Like open learning, the concept, curriculum, is far from unambiguous. At the present
time, it is interpreted differently within different schools of thought (Golby, 1988;
Skilbeck and Cotter, 1988:137). It has also been interpreted in different ways at
different times (Lawton, 1983:3; Kemmis and Fitzclarence, 1986:23). This diversity
of meaning is corroborated by the large collection of definitions compiled by D.
Smith and Lovat (1990:4). The historical sensitivity of the term is apparent in
histories of education such as those of Broudy and Palmer (1965), Bowen (1972),
Connell (1980) and Lundgren (1983).

This state of imprecision could be attributable to the relatively recent development of
curriculum as a disciplinary field or to its immature nature, as Goodlad (1994:1262)
suggests may be the case. However, it is aiso likely that alternative conceptions
reflect alternative assump‘ions about teaching and learning as well as conflicting
purposes and interests (Smith, D., 1983a:32). These shape the issues seen to be
problematic and the ways adopted in search of resolution. Since any research is a
product of its time and a reflection of contemporary knowiedge, it is important to
locate the present study within a theoretical context and identify, as far as possible,
the assumptions and pre-dispositions of the researcher (Kemmis and Fitzclarence,
1986:34).

For this reason, the review which follows serves to position the study within the field
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of curriculum and align it with contemporary traditions of curriculum theorising. It
also assesses the relevance of curriculum theory for analysing and interpreting open
learning. Through the review, a tradition with potential to facilitate the research is
identified and this encompasses theory on curriculum control. The review also
highlights points of tension in the way curriculum is conceived and these are used to
suggest a design for the study incorporating alternative curriculum conceptions of

open learning.

From the diversity of conceptions of curriculum referred to above, Golby (1988:153)
has distilled three traditions of curriculum theorising. These are the liberal-humanist
tradition, the technocratic tradition, and the anthropological-relativist tradition.
Although Golby's schema is neither unique nor definitive (e.g. Eisner and Vallance,
1965:5; Pinar, 1978; Reid, W., 1981:160-167), it is both comprehensive and current.
It is used as an introduction to the field and as a means of locating the research

within an established tradition.

While the first two traditions prove inadequate as a basis for investigating open
learning, ‘hey are included in order to provide an historical perspective to the
changing nature of curriculum and curriculum theorising. While inadequate as
means, these traditions provide conceptual content relevant to considering open
learning as curriculum. An historical and contextualised approach is adopted in
reviewing the three traditions. This immediately discloses the anthropological-
relativist positioning of the study and provides relevant background. In this tradition,
particular 2mphasis is placed on interpreting curriculum within its socio-histoiic

context and this is seen as a potenrially fruitful way of proceeding.

Although Golby's (1988:153) contribution is relatively recent, it is consistent with
earlier discussion and debate in which that which Golby distinguishes as the liberal-
humanist, technocratic and anthropological-relativist traditions was referred to by
other names. The discussion draws on this earlier material and refers to traditional,
liberal-humanist or classical education as part of the liberal-humanist tradition,

technical, positivist or empiricist approaches as part of the technocratic tradition, and
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cultural approaches as part of the anthropological-relativist tradition.

In the discussion which follows, a distinction needs to be made between curriculum
as a concept, as a social and educational phenomenon and as a field of study. While
curriculum as a concept has a centuries old history and curriculum as a phenomenon
one which is, arguably, older still, curriculum as discipline is a twentieth century
invention (Golby, 1988:152; Goodlad, 1994:1262). Golby's (1988:153) schema of
traditions represents a theory abeut theories for curriculum building. While theories
for curriculum building have only recently been recognised as such, and theories
about theories for curriculum building are even more recent, their heritage lies in the

principles informing educational philosophy and practice since classical antiquity.

2.2.1 The liberal-humanist tradition

As a formal concept, the notion of curriculum has been traced to Scotland, in the
seventeenth century, where the term was used to refer to the orderly sequence and
yearly cycle of studies developed by Ramus to train Calvinist preachers (Hamilton,
1990:26; Kemmis and Fitzclarence, 1986:24). Literally, the term meant a course to
be run (Skilbeck and Cotter, 1988:137). Curriculum, in this sense, referred to a
formal program of study incorporating both sequence and method as well as content
(Hamilton, 1990:13,26).

As a social phenomenon, on the other hand, modem cuvrricula are traceable to the
educational system of the ancient Greeks' (Lundgren, 1983:16). The Greek
curriculum was formalised by the Romans into the quadrivium and trivium which
continued as the seven liberal arts and served as the foundation of university
curricula in medieval times (Johnson, 1968:11; Lundgren, 1983:16; Skilbeck and
Cotter, 1988:139). The residue of this ancient form remains in modern, liberal-
humanist systems of education and in the tradition of curriculum theorising which

Golby (1988:153) recognises by the same name.

There is debate on whether education, as it existed in classical Greece and Rome, can
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properly be called curriculum for it was more a body of knowledge than a sequence

and method of instruction (Hamilton, 1990:13). This is dependent upon the definition
of curriculum adopted. Classical and medieval systems of education do conform with
Lundgren's (1983:11) conception which is adopted in this study and described below.
This conception associates curriculum with formal systems of selecting, organising

and transmitting knowledge.

Lundgren (1983:11) attributes the need for curriculum, as an element of social
structure, to the creation of formal systems of learning divorced from everyday
contexts of knowledge creation and knowledge use. Prior to the development of
teaching as a specialised division of labour, knowledge was acquired by the young
entirely through their lived experiences within the family group or as an apprentice
to a craft master (Bowles and Gintis, 1976:156; Dewey, 1916:7-8). The technology
of separating education as a specialist activity is thought to have created the need to
consider the conient and means of transmitting knowledge which had previously
been autormatic as a consequence of participating in work and other social activities
(Lundgren, 1983:11). It is also thought to have created the need to represent
productive processes so that they could be reproduced outside their context of use.
This need was met, initially, by written texts (Lundgren, 1983:12, 1991:12) which
was only possible in highly literate societies (Bruner, 1966:154).

The development of teaching as a specialised activity and the invention of flexible
systems for writing and numerating were revolutionary, technological developments
which are thought to have stimulated new ways of managing knowledge, new
instructional practices and new philosophies of education? (Ashby, 1967 cited in
Carnegie Commission, 1972:9). These technologies were intimately connected with
the development of the classical curriculum as they facilitated the storage,
dissemination and reproduction of information, improved its accuracy and
encouraged its systematic analysis (Bowen, 1972:60; Domonkos, 1977:2021-2; Watt
and Goody, 1963:331). Prior to these developments, knowledge was, presumably,

controlled by social rules regulating participation in oral traditions.




Modern liberal-humanist curricula, like the quadrivium and trivium from which they
are ultimately derived, organise knowledge into distinct disciplines based on subject
matter (Golby, 1988:155; Skilbeck and Cotter, 1988:140). Curriculum formation in
these systems is based upon ideas about the fundamental nature of knowledge.
Aristotle originally proposed three basic divisions, the disciplines of the theoretical,
the practical or deliberative, and the productive {Schwab, 1964:15-16). These were

devoted to knowing, to deciding and to making respectively.

It appears that technological development is capable of precipitating major change in
curriculum and the control of knowledge. Some commentators, for example D.
Walker (1985:93), consider technology to be the most powerful force for educational
change at the present time and it has been suggested that technology is an important

element in open learning (e.g. Bosworth, 1991:1).

Liberal-humanist education stresses development of cognitive skills and the whole
individual (Skilbeck and Cotter, 1988:140). The aim of contemporary versions is to
initiate individuals into the forms of knowledge and ways of thinking of the
disciplines so that they mayv participate in these activities (Bruner, 1966:72; ,
1966:51). In this tradition, the gaining of knowledge is regarded as fulfilment of the
mind, satisfying as an end in itself, and an essential element of life (Hirst, 1974:3).
Theories for curriculum building in this tradition, stress analysis of the conceptual
content and modes of reasoning within disciplines as a basis for selecting subject
material and organising learning activities. The intention is to examine the structure
and relation of the parts within subjects to enable their logical transmission and
effective, efficient learning (e.g. Bruner, 1966:41; Ford and Pughno, 1964 cited in
Golby, 1988:155).

The liberal-humanist tradition is essentially knowledge centred, meaning that
consideration of subject matter is its central, organising principle (Golby, 1988:155).
According to Bemnstein (1974:82), in this tradition, learning is subservient to the

established, academic discipline and takes the form of a long initiation in which

knowledge is won through self-discipline. The emphasis in teaching is on the
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transmission of knowledge and the reproduction of academic culture.

Curricula built from content have been expressed in prescribed texts, syllabi and
evaluation instruments (Skilbeck and Cotter, 1988:139). These regulate the activities
of teachers and the learning experiences of students. Where emphasis on content is
strong, the knowledge to be learned is taken as pre-determined, teaching is seen as
disseminatory and learning is considered a matter of acquiring pre-existing
understandings and mastering necessary skills (Ramsden, 1992:111). Liberal-
humanist curricula are elitist, non-utilitarian and associated with concern to maintain

academic standards (Bernstein, 1974:82,102; Lawton, 1983:7).

There are difficulties with the liberal-humanist tradition as theory fer curriculum
formation and it has been both extensively criticised and staunchly defended - to wit,
the debate versus Hirst and Peters. For instance, while an understanding of the nature
of disciplines may well assist in developing principles of educational practice
relevant to particular disciplines, it is insufficient as a basis for wider curriculum
planning or theory building for practice. This is so as beliefs, values and human
judgement are necessarily involved and because knowledge external to the
disciplines, such as learning theory and social science, must also be taken into
account (Reid, W., 1981:168, 1978:57). This has been recognised even by
proponents of the tradition such as Hirst (1983:4,26).

Similarly, while a knowledge-centred approach may have been appropriate for
transmitting the accumulated culture of the Ancient Greeks, for the training of
literate priests in medieval times, and for preserving and restoring ancient knowledge
almost lost through the Dark Ages, it is, arguably, less suitable in systems of
compulsory schooling (Bantock, 1971 cited in Skilbeck and Cotter, 1988:156) and in
the present era. It is argued that a non-utilitarian education neglects contemporary
economic and social needs (Pring, 1993:58) and with the volume of knowledge
continually expanding, content alone becomes inadequate as a basis for selecting

material for inclusion in courses and other criteria must be employed. Typically, the

uses to which the knowledge is to be put, that is, its current relevance, and the nature
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of students undertaking the course are taken into account (Lawton, 1983:19).

Another difficulty with the liberal-humenist tradition is that its elitism runs counter
to democratic ideals of social justice and equality of opportunity (Lawton, 1983:7).
In classical times, the laborious task of copying texts by hand, the specialist nature of
literary skills in the division of labour and the value of access to written records for
political and economic control of society could be expected to have influenced
patterns of knowledge control associated with classical education. For Plato (427-
347 B.C.), the education of a ruling elite was important for the preservation and
transmission of an accumulated cultural heritage (Lawton, 1983:5). In the present
age, blatant stratification is less acceptable. Nevertheless, the idea of an educated

elite

and education stratified according to social class has survived through the centuries,
in notions such as Renaissance man, public schooling and educated, Christian
gentlemen, to the present day (Lawton, 1975:7). Bantock is a prominent, modern
proponent of education stratified on the basis of class (Lawton, 1983:6).

Other difficulties are epistemological. Theories proposing discrete types of
knowledge are at odds with conceptions of knowledge as a unitary entity. This
debate about the singularity of knowledge is relevant to the epistemology

underpinning the study and is considered in the following chapter.

Despite these criticisms, the liberal-humanist tradition remains a significant
influence on modern curricula (Skilbeck and Cotter, 1988:139). For example,
consideration of content still plays a major role in contemporary, curriculum
development (Hirst and Peters, 1970:69; Skilbeck and Cotter, 1988:139). Aiming at
wisdom and freedom from dogmatism is still considered a valuable goal (Cooper,
1993:34) and theorising about distinct, fundamental forms of knowledge remains
topical (e.g. Habermas, 1978:311; Hirst, 1974). The liberal-humanist tradition exerts
its influence both through adherence to its philosophical position but also through

historical residues in educational practice.
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With respect to its relevance for this study of open leaming, this tradition has value
as an existing influence on contemporary curricula and as the historical archetype of
modern curricula. However, beyond contributing to the knowledge base of the study
in this way and setting wisdom as an ideal, the tradition has little potential as a
means of interpreting open learning because it is essentially theory for, rather than

ahout curriculum.

Skilbeck and Cotter (1988:139) see the work of educational reformers since
Comenius (1592-1670) as challenging the domination of subject matter to advocate
curriculum built from the needs of students and society. This has sparked alternative
traditions of curriculum theorising. A focus on the efficiency of education represents
the technocratic tradition while theorising from a cultural perspective represents the

anthropological-relativist tradition.

2.2.2 The technocratic tradition

In the present century, scientific modes of rationality have been directed towards a
means-ends model of curriculum design in a tradition which Golby (1988:153) refers
to as technocratic. Technical control of the educational process is the focus of this
tradition (e.g. Kliebard, 1975:67 cited in Smith, D., 1983a:26). Teaching activities
are regarded as technologies based on explicit knowledge and principles (House,
1979:147) to be analysed and manipulated for the achievement of pre-determined
outcomes (Golby, 1988:153). In similar fashion, the goals of education or its
intended outcomes, are either regarded as unproblematic (Eisner and Vallance,
1965.7; Golby, 1988:153) or definable through rational means such as job and task
analysis or the collation of expert opinion (e.g. Charters, 1923:45-46).

The technocratic tradition encompasses Taylorism and the scientific management of
education, as well as movements for educational efficiency such as the objectives
movement pioneered by Bobbitt and Charters early this century and revived mid-

century by Tyler and Mager (Eraut, 1985:3619-3620;, Golby, 1988:153). Trends

towards competency-based curriculum development, corporate managerialism and
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economic rationalism all appear to continue this tradition and Apple (1982:140-152)

has expressed concern th=: the use of technical controls in education is increasing.

Apple (1982:140-153) viewed the use of’ pre-packaged curricula as a technocratic
development. He suggested that the use of such packages in the school context
means that control of curriculum is shifted, in the interests of efficiency, from the
classroom to curriculum workers external to it through pre-specification of content,
learning processes and evaluation. In a similar way, individualised, leaming
packages control the process and product of students' learning activities. As the use
of such packages is common in open learning programs, it is possible that open

learning is a further reflection of the technocratic tradition.

A significant critique of the technocratic approach as a theory for curriculum
formation has been mounted on a number of grounds. On the basis of understandings
derived from the 'mew philosophy of science' (see Chapter 2), technocratic
assumptions that objectives determination is value free and apolitical are no longer
tenable (Golby, 1988:153; Phillips, 1983; Reid, W., 1978:59). Thus, technocratic
methods are inadequate as a total solution to curriculum design for, as Charters
(1923:43) recognised, "ideals are fluid and cannot be scientifically evaluated”. It
would seem that the benefits of applying scientific method to curriculum planning

have finite limits.

Additional criticism of this tradition by, for example, Stenhouse (1971), Eisner (1969
cited in Golby, 1988:153), Lawton (1983:19-23) and R. Peters (1966:30,46) argues

that process is as important as ends, that not all valuable, educational objectives are

amenable to description in terms of measurable performance, and that unintentional
educational outcomes and the nature of disciplines need to be taken into account
(Golby, 1988:153). It has also been argued that focussing on skills and efficiency de-
politicises educational issues and has the effect of reducing contestation over

educational issues and legitimising the authority of the state (Apple, 1982:151).

The conspicuous failure of technocratic methods employed for educational
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innovation in the cold war era appears to have aided the critique of technocratic
methods, exacerbated existing fractures between educational theory and its practice
and strengthened the call for research from the practitioner's perspective (e.g. House,
1979:138; Skilbeck and Cotter, 1988:142,145; Smith, D., 1983a:19). An increasing
number of projects grounded in teaching and learning activities has begun to develop
theoretical knowledge from practice, to consider education within its cultural context

and develop new ways of improving practice consistent with these understandings.

As was the case for the liberal-humanist tradition, the value of the technocratic
tradition for the study appears to lie in its past and present influence on curriculum
formation and this has relevance for open learning as a particular curricular form.
The two traditions discussed thus far are essentially theories for curriculum
development. As such, they represent a resource which may be useful in accounting
for existing curricular forms. The anthropological-relativist tradition, on the other
haad, is not limited to theory informing curriculum formation since it also provides a
means of explaining or accounting for curriculum phenomena. This tradition extends
beyond theory for curriculum development to encompass theory about curriculum

phenomena. For this reason, it is the approach most appropriate to this study.

2.2.3 The anthropological-relativist tradition

Much of the credit for redefining curriculum away from a disciplinary focus and
towards a cultural one has been attributed to John Dewey (1859-1952) (Skilbeck and
Cotter, 1988:139). Dewey (1963:89) did not define curricula in terms of prescribed
content but rather in terms of students' total, educational experiences. His argument
was that learning experiences and planned curricula are two sides of the one coin.
Dewey considered curriculum to include incidental learnings as well as intended
ends, and learning processes as vsell as outcomes (Knowles, 1990:88; Skilbeck and

Cotter, 1988:142). The notion of the hidden curriculum which refers to incidental

learnings often related to social class (e.g. Mifflen and Mifflen, 1982:129) is part of

Dewey's legacy as are experiential pedagogies such as discovery learning, project

method, problem solving and integrated curriculum.
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Dewey acknowledged education to be a socialising institution and curriculum to be a
cultural artefact (Golby, 1988:157). From this perspective, the content, nature and
mechanisms of education are explicitly regarded as linked to social purposes,
educational beliefs and values. Dewey advocated reforms which would make
education more student and society centred. He (Dewey, 1976) recognised conflicts
between the interests of the child and those of the discipline and between
instructional guidance and control, and the freedom and initiative of the child.
Whereas a curriculum focus on content emphasises the transmission of an
accumulated cultural heritage, a cultural orientation to curriculum emphasises the
role of education in both reproducing and transforming the culture in which it is
embedded (e.g. Apple, 1980; Kemmis and Fitzclarence, 1986:92). Efforts at social
reconstruction through educational reform fall within this tradition as do studies on

the sociology of knowledge and the politics of curriculum control.

In the anthropological-relativist tradition, knowledge of contextual realities is
considered esential for national and school-level, educational planning (Skilbeck
and Cotter, 1988:137). Curriculum formation from this perspective hinges upon
cultural analysis since curriculum is seen as reflective and productive of culture.
Proponents of this approach include Lawton, Stenhouse and Skilbeck as well as
Dewey (Golby, 1988:157). Foci of concern are the needs of learners and the needs of
society for productive and knowledgeable citizens (Golby, 1988:139). It could be
that conceptions of open learning in terms of meeting learners' needs (e.g. Australian
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education and
Training [SCEET], 1989) reflect this tradition.

Since not all social learning occurs in specialised, teaching contexts, curriculum

formation necessarily involves a selection from culture (Lawton, 1975:6). This

selection is made according to the interests and values of those responsible for this
function and opens the possibility that particular social groups are able to define
what counts as formal knowledge and who should have access to it (Young,
1971:32). Bernstein (1974:85) noted that the way "a society selects, classifies,

distributes, transmits and evaluates the educational knowledge it considers to be
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public, reflects both the distribution of power and the principles of social control."
Typically, as sociologists such as Marx and Mannheim have stressed, the interests
dominating curriculum formation have been those of the ruling classes (Lawton,
1975:54). Despite this control of curriculum, significant resistances to these
dominant interests are also apparent (Apple, 1980). Curriculum control is, thus, an

area of social contestatiun identified through the anthropological-relativist tradition.

This tradition accepts the cultural and historical relativity of curriculum and the
political nature of its formation. This outlook has been pressed into service as a way
of accounting for particular curricular forms and this provides a useful approach to
the task of reassessing the meaning of open learning. The tradition offers both its
socio-historic perspective and specific theory on curriculum control. While none of
this theory is specific to open learning, it offers a broad template of understanding
which may be applied to open learning as well as specific concepts useful in an
analysis of curriculum control. These are incorporated into the conceptual framework

as analytical tools.

It is worth noting in passing that the anthropological-relativist tradition is not
homogeneous. Alternative perspectives, continue to create tension within it. For
example, debate continues over the appropriate placement of emphasis, for
curriculum development, on society or the individual (Chaplin, 1977:3205) and over
the components of a worthwhile education. There is also variance between theorists
of a deterministic ilk who maintain change is attributable largely to socio-cultural
necessity and directed by established philosophy (e.g. Bowles and Gintis, 1976:16)
and others who place greater emphasis on the potential for human action to influence

social directions (e.g. Apple, 1980; Kemmis and Fitzclarence, 1986:92).

2.2.4 Open learning, curriculum control and the traditions

It is apparent that conceptions of curriculum vary. Nevertheless, there is a degree of

overlap between the three traditions. For example, consideration of context figures in

both the anthropological-relativist and the technocratic traditions and there are
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theorists, such as Bruner {1966:40), who combine elements of all three. It is also
apparent that currizulum development is an area of contestation. While technocratic
methods may streamline planning and provide important data for decision-making,
and while analysis of knowledge, in the liberal-humanist tradition, may contribute to
effective teaching methods, neither can substitute for human judgement in assessing
values and weighing the worth of alternative possible courses of action in complex,
social situations. Similarly, neither can remove political influences from educational
planning and decision-making. Thus, curriculum development would seem to
remain, in Aristotelian terms, a deliberative, or decision-making, activity inextricably
associated with value judgements and linked to broader, social activities and
aspirations (Reid, W., 1978:41, 1981:161-182; Schwab, 1969). It would also seem to
remain a political activity in which alternative interests compete for direction and

control (e.g. Apple, 1982:156).

For the purposes of this study, open learning has been aligned with the field of
curriculum control. When this is considered within a decision-making context, what
is significant is the locus of decision-making in open learning, the nature of decisions
taken at different levels of the educational hierarchy and the manner in which
decisions are determined. Each of the three traditions has relevance for curriculum
control although this is not explicit in every case. In the liberal-humanist tradition, it
is implicitly accepted that control is exercised through the academic discipline
(Bernstein, 1974:82). In the technocratic tradition, control is the central, practical
concern (e.g. Kliebard, 1975:67 cited in Smith, D., 1983a:26) although this is
generally euphemised in terms of educational efficiency. In the anthropological-
relativist tradition, curriculum control is a matter of responsiveness to social and

cultural pressures and a matter of politics.

In the first two traditions, curriculum control is embedded within the philosophy of
the tradition as a practical interest centred on curriculum outcomes and processes.
Only in the third tradition are mechanisms of curriculum control, themselves,
subjected to analysis and therein lies the particular value of this tradition for this

study. Both the perspective and the content of this tr.dition zre relevant to
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understanding open learning. On the one hand, the cultural perspective of this
tradition can assist in analysing and accounting for the curricular patterns observed
in open learning. On the other hand, the tradition offers theories of curriculum
control relevant to the study. The benefit of the cultural perspective lies in
facilitating understanding of the origins of social phenomena and "why we have
these particular structures, arrangements, procedures, processes and no other”
(Simon, B., 1983:66). It is accepted that to understand the present we must study the

past.

At the same time, it is recognised, as Pinar (1978:211) suggests, that alternative
traditions may each have a role to play and be useful for different functions and
purposes. In this case, the three traditions summarise current philosophies and
practices contributing to curriculum development and these may also be evident in

open learning either separately or in combination.

The lack of definitive theory on both open learning and curriculum suggests the need
for a multi-dimensional approach to the study which is sensitive to alternative
conceptions. The framework for analysis developed in the following section provides
a means of synthesising multiple, relevant perspectives on open learning. It is
developed through identification of areas of tension between the curriculum

traditions outlined above and also between alternative conceptions of open learning.

The framework is essentially a design for the research incorporating specific, prior
theory as well as method. The rationale for basing the work upon prior theory rather
*han adopting a more inductive approach, such as grounded theory, is deferred to the

following chapter to be discussed in conjunction with the methodology.

2.3 The conceptual framework for analysis

There are several, identifiable areas in which tension between opposing conceptions

of both curriculum and open learning is concentrated. These provide a basis from

which to develop the framework for analysis. While it is acknowledged that
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focussing on differences may highlight fractures rather than promote the kind of
resynthesis Dewey (1976:273) advocated, this is justified as a means of recognising

and organising the dimensions in dispute. In particular, tension is noted between:

definitions of open learning and examples of open learning provision,

educational theory and its actual practice, particularly in relation to open

learning,

discipline-centred and student or society-centred patterns of curriculum

organisation,

intended cu:riculum outcomes and actual student experiences, and

curriculum as a fixed or relative social structure.

Although these differences are expressed as opposing dualisms, this is for the
purpose of emphasis rather than to imply a rigid separation of alternative views. In

reality, an intermingling of idezs might be expected.

From these dimensions of tension, alternative ways of considering open learning as
well as a means of integrating these are distilled in the framework for analysis. This
is constituted of three main elements. Element 1 concerns the focus of the study and
concerns a set of three alternative, curriculum conceptions of open learning. These
are essentially alternative perspectives on open learming. They are applied, in this
study, to the case of the Australian OLI as a source of evidence for theoretical

interpretation. Element 2 is the process or methodology employed to generate each

of these conceptions and then integrate them in an interpretation of open learning.

Element 3 comprises a suite of specific concepts and related theory useful as
analytical tools in generating new meaning for open learning. Each of the three
elements is discussed in turn below. Their integration as a complete framework is

discussed in association with Element 2.




2.3.1 Element 1 of the framework

Element 1 of the framework for analysis provides three alternative ways of looking
at open learning, that is, three alternative perspectives. These are called curriculum
conceptions of open learning since they reflect the dimensions of tension in
curriculum theory identified above. It is as though open learning is being examined
from three different vantage points. The curriculum conceptions generated from
these vantage points provide a range of evidence for analysis and interpretation.

Specifically, open learning is considered as:

an element of sociai theory and philosophy,

an intended curriculum, and

a perceived student learning experience.

It is recognised that these three conceptions do not exhaust the possible ways of
considering open learning. Additional ways, for example, as an actual curriculum
perceived by providers, were also identified. However, constraints of time and
resourcing necessitated limiting the study to the three listed above. It is also
recognised that these curriculum conceptions do not, in themselves, cover all the
dimensions of tensions noted. However, the tensions between conceptions of
curriculum as a fixed or relative structure and those between discipline-centred and
culturally-oriented curricula are taken into account in the overall interpretation as

part of Element 2.

The curriculum conceptions of open learning comprising Element 1 of the

framework are reported in Chapters 4, 5 and 6 of the thesis. More specifically,

Chapter 4 reviews the theory and philosophy of open learning, Chapter 5 analyses
the intended curriculum of the OLI while Chapter 6 reports on the curriculum
experienced by students undertaking that program. While the theoretical conception

applies generally to open learning programs, the evidence of curriculum intention
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and student experience is drawn from the OLI as a particular case. It is appropriate to
defer consideration of the nature of theory, philosophy and intended curriculum to
the relevant chapters, however, further elaboration of the approach taken on the

student perspective is necessary, at this stage, as a prelude to the methodology.

With respect to investigating open learning as a perceived student learning
experience, the study casts learners in the role of curriculum decision-makers. The
rationale for this derives from the implication, highlighted in Chapter 1, that open
learning involves a transfer of control of curriculum decisions to learners. This
approach is consistent with understandings of curriculum formation as a deliberative
process and draws a parallel with recent research which views teachers as policy and
decision-makers rather than, simply, syllabus implementors (e.g. Bennett, 1991;
Calderhead, 1981; Hannay and Seller, 1990; Smith, D., 1983a; Smith, D., and Lovat,
1990).

Considering learners as curriculum decision-makers and agents of curriculum control
is a novel approach for an empirical study®. This, in itself, would seem to indicate a
widespread assumption that curriculum decisions are not the prerogative of students.
Suggestions that open learning systems transfer control of curriculum to learners are
at odds with such an assumption. In one sense, the thesis treats this matter as an
hypothesis and puts it to the test. In another sense, this analogy to quantitative
method is inappropriate because the thesis does not confine itself to adjudicating this

issue but remains receptive to alternative explanations.

While Element 1 provides foci for the analysis, there remains a need for means of
generating these conceptions of open learning and means of synthesising an overall

understanding. The second and third elements of the framework address means.

2.3.2 Element 2 of the framework

Element 2 is essentially the methodology of the study and this is the focus of

Chapter 3. However, in order to clarify the role of this element in relation to the total
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framework, a brief overview is appropriate at this stage. The general process
followed in conducting the study is shown in Figure 1. This, in effect, summarises

the entire framework.

Figure 1

Conceptual framework for the analysis of open learning

| Curriculum conceptions of
5 open learning

Element 1 | / V,'

| ey |

learning
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> philosophy |
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Element 3 Tensions and congruence
Analytical tools between conceptions
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‘ #
» ! Interpretation in context
i

{
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New meaning for open learning

The methodology of the study is noteworthy in being multi-faceted. It includes the
specific methodologies employed for generating each of the three curriculum
conceptions enlisted for Element 1 as well as the means of combining this evidence
in an overall interpretation. The former requires methods appropriate in each case
and these are described in Chapter 3. The overall interpretation involves examining
the alternative conceptions of open learning, thus generated, for points of tension and
congruence and then submitting the whole of the evidence to interpretation in terms
of the relevant context. This involves assessing the relevance of existing theory for

the case of the OLI and seeking the significance of open leamning in its cultural and
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historical context. Through this combination of methods, the evidence of theory,
intention. student experience and context is synthesised into an interpretation of open

learning whick is, itself, a curriculum conception of open learning.

Specific concepts useful in this process are compiled as a suite of analytical tools in

Elenierit 3 of the framework for analysis.

2.3.3 Elemernt 3 of the framework

The concepts and theory selected for the suite of anaiytical tools are suited to an
investigation of curriculum control and decision-making. While the individual items
are drawn from separate bodies of research and theorising, they are integrated as a
package applicable across all the levels of educational decision-making and control

encompassed by the study. The specific concepts employed are:

curriculum codes,

frames and

perceived curriculum decision-making space which, for brevity, is also

referred to as decision-making space.

Because of their nature and disparate origins, the concepts compiising the package
are not equally appropriate to every aspect of the analysis. Curriculum codes are
valuable for interpreting open learning in relation to its context and are, thus, most
relevant to the overall interpretauion. Frames and decision-making space are useful
for analysing particular instances of decision-making within a given context. They
are applied, in this woik, primarily to students' experiences of decision-making in

open learning.

At this point in the discussion, the general form of the conceptual framework is

complete. As much as is needed, at this stage, on Elements 1 and 2 has been
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discussed. It remains to elaborate the suite of analytical tools in more detail. This is
undertaken in the following, concluding section of the chapter. The discussion is
organised around two distinct, but mutually reinforcing, levels of educational
decision-making and control: a socio-cultural level of control and an administrative
tevel of control. The study needs to encompass both of these since decisions are 5 ,
taken within both administrative and socio-cultural contexts. The suite of analytical

tools combines concepts appliczole to each of these levels.

2.4 Analytical tonis

At the socio-cultural level, curriculum control has been studied in terms of the
relation of curriculum to society ‘e.g. Apple, 1982, Bernstein, 1974; Bourdieu and

Passeron, 1977, Bowles and Gintis, 197€; Lundgren, 1983, 1991; Young, 1971). At

H

this level, curriculum is influenced through socio-cultural mechanisms implicit in
educational philosophies, established policies and traditions. At the same time, this

level incorporates material conditions and social circumstances which suape

curriculum possibilities (e.g. Lundgren, 1983). These influences are so much a part

of everyday reality that their role in controlling curticulum may go unrecognised.

Nevertheless, their influence is no less significant for its hidden nature.

It is from studies of this taken-for-granted cuitural level, that the study draws the

concepts and theory of curriculum codes proposed by Lundgren (1983:13-35,
1991:5) and Bernstein (1974:85-113, 1977). Considerable attention is given to

curriculum code theory, or simply code theory, as this provides an historical model

4 of changing patterns of curriculum control which is central to the interpretation of
| open learning suggested by this thesis. Code theory, Lundgren's more so than
Bernstein's, reflects the anthropological-relativist tradition in its explanation of
curriculum control in terms of its socio-historical context. Indeed, the use of the

codes proposed by Lundgren automatically implies such a perspective because the

- definition of individual codes incorporates contextual changes associated with the

progress of time.
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The second level at which cumriculum control has been studied focuses on
educational administration and curriculum decision-making. Within the context
established by controls at the socio-cultural level, administrative controls are
embedded in educational structures and procedures, curriculum policies and
practices. Relevant work at this level includes research which lacks a knowing focus
on curriculum control, such as research on t¢ achers' decisi . n-making (e.g. Smith, D,
1983a; Smith, D., and Lovat, 1990), as well as studies with this explicit intent (e.g.
Bernstein, 1974:9; Kalios and Lundgren, 19793, 1979b; Lawton, 1983:115-135).

From the administrative level, the studv draws the concepts of frame and perceived
decision-making space. The frame concept is in need of clarification for its present
use as it has been used previously in a variety of ways (e.g. Bernstein, 1974:97-99,
1977:521; Dahilof, 1971:75; Kallos and Lundgren, 1979a:24-30, 1979b.107,
Lundgren, 1972:40-43; Smith, D., 1983a:233-246; Smith, D., and Lovat, 1990:109).
The concept £ perceived curriculum decision-making space was proposed by D.
Smith (19832:233, 1983b) and although Smith's conception is adopted, there is a
need to clarify i*s definition for the study.

Asthough the concepts in the suite are drawn from prior research, their assemblage as
a multi-faceted instrument for the analysis of curriculum control is an outcome of
this study. Taken together, the suite of tools is expected to be sensitive to a wide
variety of influences and comprehensive in covering both socio-cultural and
admuinistrative levels of control. It should also be generally applicable to further,
similar investigations of curriculum control. The description and definition of the
various componemnts of the suite of amalytical tools as employed in this project

occupies most of the remainder of the chapter.

2.4.1 Cumiculum codes

In essence, curriculum codes summanse the principles underpinning curriculum
development in a particular culture at a particular time. Two authors have proposed

such codes. The first to do so was Berustein (1974 :85) who proposed interpreting
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patterns of curriculum control in terms of codes he called educational knowledge
codes. These were defined as the underlying principles which shape curriculum,
pedagogy and evaluation. These regulative principles were conceived by Bernstein
(1974:180) as being tacitly acquired and integrating relevant meanings, the form of
their realisation and their evoking contexts. While making no reference to Bernstein's
earlier educational knowledge codes, Lundgren (1983:14-16) also proposed a ccde
concept in his curriculum codes. These were defined as summarising the complex
assemblage of influences shaping curriculum selection, organisation and

transmission.

While both types of code are defined similarly, curriculum codes have greater
historical sensitivity and incorporate a wider variety of contextual influences on
curriculum. They include social circumstances and material conditions as well as
philosophical and epistemological influences. In comparison, educational knowledge
codes appear to focus more narrowly on the educational principles informing
curriculum control and on patterns of organising subject matter and methods of
instruction. Both kinds of code represent complex and multi-faceted social forces
steering curriculum decision-making. For brevity, both are referred to as curriculum
codes or simply, codes, in the remainder of the thesis. They are differentiated either

by author or sub-type as elaborated below.

One crticism of the use of curriculum codes is that, as in any categorisation,
attention is drawn to the similarities which define each code and make it distinct,

rather than to differences which may exist within it (Kemmis, 8.6.94, pers. com.).

This has the potential to create an appearance of uniformity which may disguise

tensions and competing movements within a code. On the other hand, the benefit of
using codes lies in their ability to summarise and interpret broad patterns and to
highlight and explain trends. For this purpose, curriculum codes are useful in this
study. At the same time, it is recognised that since codes are gross categorisations,

they are likely to err in oversimplifying the complexities of the situation.

Kemmis and Fitzclarence (1986:28-32), although including Lundgren's curriculum
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code theory in their own teaching, have pointed to a need for its further validation.

Applying codes in this study contributes to this process since the bread fit of the

theory at the level of tertiary education comes under scrutiny.

Al

Bernstein (1974) proposed and elaborated two basic types of code which he called

the collection code and the integrated code. Under a collection code, knowledge is

organised into separate disciplines and subjects are tightly insulated and separated
from each other. In this code, knowledge partakes of the sacred endowing its

possessors with status and is seen, not so much as an individual's right, but rather as

something 1o be earned through discipline. Curriculum control under the collection
: code is regulated by the academic discipline as monitored and administered by the
established, educational hierarchy. In the social order of teaching under this code,

students have few rights. While teachers may have considerable latitude to regulate

instruction, student learning is dictated by the established knowledge form under the

control and surveillance of the teacher.

Under an integrated code, on the other hand, subject matter is gathered across
traditional disciplinary boundaries in accordance with some organising theme or
purpose. The various contents are subordinate to some overarching, integrating
purpose and less isolated from each other. Under this code, greater attention is paid
to the educational purpose informing instruction so that the status of individual
disciplines is reduced. Curiously, in an integrated curriculum, while students have
more freedom and control over their learning, the activities of teachers tend to be

more highly specified.

In effect, Bernstein's collection and integrated codes mirror patterns of curriculum
control seen in the liberal-humanist and cultural traditions, respectively. Bernstein
(1974:5,101) suggested that in moving from collection to integrated curricula there
o was a power shift from adults to peers. By this, he was implying a transfer of
curriculum control from teachers and the academic discipline to students. He saw

this shift as a mechanism of social control.
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Bernstein's code theory has been criticised for, amongst other things®, neglecting the
intrinsic logic of subjects in proposing an integrated code (Gibson, 1977:35).
However, the existence of curricula consistent with this code (Bradbury, 1990:231)
and its independent identification in the guise of the cultural tradition and certain

types of code proposed by Lundgren (1983:16-34), refutes this criticism.

Lundgren (1983:16-35, 1991:14-36) proposed an historical sequence of five
curriculum codes. The specific codes he proposed are the classical, the realistic, the
moral, the rational and the invisible curriculum codes. These trace changing
principles informing curriculum formation from those shaping the educational
system of the ancient Greeks to those influencing curricula of the present day.
Because a residue from previous codes is retained in subsequent codes, it is
necessary to briefly outline all five of these codes in order to understand the preser
position. The codes form an historical succession which incorporates changes in
epistemology, philosophy, social circumstances and educational practice which have
affected curriculum over the past two thousand years. This succession of codes
provides a descriptive model of historical changes in curriculum control which can
be used in interpreting open learning. The model is primarily concerned with the
culture and curriculum of Western societies and generally accords with histories of

education such as those of Boyd and King (1975) and Bowen (1972).

It is possible to integrate the codes proposed by Lundgren with those of Bernstein
because the classical, realistic and moral codes are all collection codes while the
rational and the invisible codes are integrated codes. Figure 2 expresses this
relationship diagrammatically. It also indicates, by means of a time line, the time
frames Lundgren (1983:15,34) suggests for the operation of specific codes. In effect,
the figure depicts an historical model of curriculum history in terms of curriculum

codes. An abbreviated account of each of these codes follows.

While Lundgren's original description of the codes explains changes in context and
curriculum in some detail, this is superfluous to the present application and is

therefore treated only briefly. The following account draws faithfully on Lundgren's
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Figure 2

Model of curriculum history in terms of curriculum codes

Classical
antiquity

Classical i ———— Invisible

Collection codes Integrated codes

(1983:16-35, 1991:14-36) original works with three exceptions. It includes an
interpretation of the codes in terms of the curriculum traditions outlined earlier, it
synthesises the code concepts used by Bernstein and Lundgren as indicated above
and it incorporates statements supportive of the trends and principles described by
code theory from additional sources. In order to avoid repeated reference to the same
source, only acknowledgments additional to Lundgren's contribution are included.
To some extent, information already introduced in discussing curriculum traditions is
repeated in what follows. While efforts were made to keep overlaps to a minimum,
those remaining are seen as validating evidence for the curriculum patterns described

by curriculum code theory.

The classical code represents the archetype of the liberal-humanist tradition and
encapsulates principles of curriculum development originating with the ancient
Greeks. It is a collection code in which disciplinary boundaries are strong. The main

organising principle of this code is the structuring of subjects in order to sharpen the
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intellect in the search for eternal truth. In classical education, knowledge was
considered a pre-established 'given', an inheritance from antiquity or from God
(Brubacher and Rudy, 1968:14). Only deductive reasoning from established truth
was an admissible path to wisdom. Classical education stressed the attainment of
wisdom rather than utilitarian advantage (Domonkos, 1977:2022). Thus the classical
code organises learning into distinct disciplines with the aim of cultivating balanced

persons in terms of the intellect, aesthetics and moral values.

The realistic code developed following changes in epistemology and context as it
was realised that knowledge could be discovered by observation and through
inductive reasoning. Under this code, a product of humanism, realism, the
Reformation and the Age of Enlightenment, education became more relevant to the
needs of contemporary society with the study of natural philosophy. The number of
subjects in the curriculum was expanded but the organisational pattern and principles
of control retained their earlier form. According to Lundgren, this shift began with
advocates such as Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592), Francis Bacon (1561-1626),
John Milton (1608-1674) and John Locke (1632-1704) but became evident in
curriculum with the reforms of Johann Comenius (1592-1670). The change was seen,
initially, in the introduction of practical studies such as languages, economics and
politics. These changes in curriculum which Lundgren (1983:20-23) identifies with
the realistic code have also been noted by Brubacher and Rudy (1968:14-15).

The industrial revolution fanned interest in the natural and practical sciences and was
associated with the introduction of new fields of education such as engineering and
administration. The printing press which had been invented much earlier but which
was mechanised at this time also precipitated far reaching changes affecting
education (Bowen, 1972. .9). The widespread availability of books (Johnson,
1968:13) revolutionised access to knowledge in much the same way that writing and

specialised systems of education had done much earlier. In association with Luther's

(1483-1546) reformed philosophy emphasising each individual's interpretation of

God's Word (Chaplin, 1977:3209), the text, rather than its guardians, became the
authority of knowledge until this too was challenged by the scientific spirit.
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With the secularisation of teaching and the growth of scientific thinking, post-
Enlightenment curricula came to be seen as a selection from culture which could be

applied to the advaincement of society (Hamilton, 1990:38).

The moral code which developed later and co-existed with the realistic code was,
essentially, a response to the social chaos and class struggles accompanying the
industrial revolution and was associated with the introduction of compulsory
schooling. The movement for compulsory, mass education arose initially for bible
study and was later concerned with training productive and loyal citizens in
nationally constructed, political states (Sadnytzky and Bereday, 1977:2763). The
crganising principles of this code were moral with the goal of inculcating the values
of responsible citizenship in an era of expanding rights of suffrage and social
upheaval. Values of self-discipline arnd internalised control were promulgated
(Bowles and Gintis, 1976:170). The curricula propounded by Gottlieb Fichte (1762-
1814) and Thomas Arnold (1795-1842) are noteworthy examples of the principles of
the moral code (see e.g. Boyd and King, 1975:334-382).

The rational code began to develop around the turn of the twentieth century. At this
time, there was a major transformation in ideas about curriculum formation which
saw attention focus on learners more than knowledge (Hamilton, 1990:39). The
rational code accompanied the rise of democratic ideals of individual freedom and
the implementation of mass schooling. It came to the fore at a time when education
was seen as an instrument of social change and national governments were taking

increasing control of social policy important for economic and national development.

Under the influence of the organising principles of the rational curriculum code,
educational policy and practice were organised along increasingly realistic lines as
applied sciences in which demand analyses became the basis for selection of
knowledge for inclusion in curricula, experimental methods were used to improve
learning and teaching, and psychological methods were employed to improve
education as well as implement and legitimate education's growing role in the sorting

and differentiation of labour. This code, essentially, supported the expansion of

45




schooling and its integration with the needs of the state and the economy (Kemmis
and Fitzclarence, 1986:31). It was a complex of pragmatism, democratic idealism,

individualism and rational, scientific thinking.

Pragmatism led to the selection of curriculum content on the basis of the knowledge
needed for social life. Democratic ideals stressed education as a basic human right.
Individualism stressed the need to suit cu,-iculum to learners and the need for
learners to shoulder more responsibility in the learning process (Brubacher and
Rudy, 1968:272). Scientific rationality and the discoveries of science contributed
understandings of child development and built confidence in technocratic approaches
to curriculum. The combination of these principles led to a more child and society-

centred, progressive curriculum.

The rational code did not merely add new, practical subjects to the curriculum as the
realistic code had done but stimulated a reformulation of knowledge and instruction
according to these new principles of mass education. In this sense, this code

represents the turning point from collection to integrated curricula.

Formal education under the classical code had not been a ubiquitous commodity but
rather the privilege of an elite. Consequently, curriculum was not a major focus of
government concern. In an increasingly differentiated and technology-based society,
requiring basic education of an increasing proportion of its citizens, education took
on the functions of qualifying and sorting labour power. Mass, free, compulsory,
state-sponsored education created the need for state concern about the nature of
curricula. Coupled with scientific rationality, this led to objectification of curriculum
and the growth of curriculum studies. As a consequence, curriculum subsequently
came to be controlled, not merely through the prescription of texts, syllabi and
evaluation as it was under the rational code, but also through the socialisation of

teachers and the sponsorship of research.

The objectivity of scientific method which this entails has had the effect of creating

an illusion of neutrality and this obscures the political nature of many, major
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decisions affecting schools and curriculum (Kemmis and Fitzclarence, 1986:80;
Lundgren, 1983:50-52). For example, research is used to evaluate, legitimate and
further refine directions already decided rather than to elaborate or evaluate
alternative courses of action or to question the educational system itself. In a similar
manner, the bureaucratisation of educational systems has encouraged a reification of
state control such that its power seems beyond challenge (Kemmis and Fitzclarence,
1986:80). These changes in the manner in which curriculum is controlled constituted
a further siep in the historical progression to a hidden mechanism of control. These
principles of curri~ulum development are encapsulated in the invisible curriculum

code.

Given that people are rational, moral agents, it follows that decision-makers act in
accordance with their individual knowledge and beliefs (Fishbein and Ajzen,
1975:14). While code theory summarises past and present philosophical and
contextual influences on curriculum in a general way, the frame and decision-making
space concepts enable consideration of curriculum decision-making in an operative
way. These concepts facilitate analysis of the options, constraints and desiderata of

particular decisions as well as analysis of educational control structures.

2.4.2 Frames and perceived decision-making space

The totality of options and possible courses of action perceived by a decision-maker
in a particular educational, decision situation is taken to define their curriculum
decision-making space. D. Smith (1983a:181, 1983b) proposed this concept to
analyse teachers' curriculum decision-making, however, it is applied, in this instance,

to students and could equally be applied to educational administrators.

There are several additional points which need to be made to clarify the definition of
this concept for this study. The first point to note is that the term, action, refers not
only to observable behaviours but also to mental responses such as deciding on
intended behaviours, forming an opinion or taking a moral position. The second

point to note is that the term, space, is used metaphorically so that no inference about
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the actual, neurophysical mechanisms involved in decision-making is intended. The
final point, which has also been stressed by D. Smith (1983a:186, 1983b), is that
decision-making space is necessarily perceptual since each individual's decisions are
based upon his or her own, unique knowledge and understandings. As people may
not be in possession of complete or accurate information, their perceptions do not
necessarily correspond to the real’ state of affairs. Similarly, different people may

form different perceptions of a decision situation.

The frame concept has been used in several studies in the educational context but has
not enjoyed constancy of definition (e.g. Bernstein, 1974:98; Dahlloff, 1971.75;
Lundgren, 1972:27,40-43; Smith, D., 1983a:241,244; Smith, D., and Lovat,
1990:109). In all cases, it has the sense of a constraining influence but the specific
meaning and terminology have varied. Dahlloff (1971:75) used the term, frame
factors, to refer to determinants of the educational process but confined the concept
to factors controlled by school authorities. Other factors in the teaching environment,
which were also recognised as influences on teaching, were specifically excluded.
Lundgren (1972:27,40-43), on the other hand, used the term, frame factors, more
generally, to refer to factors from a variety of sources limiting the teaching process.
He saw some frame factors as fixed, others as variable and capable of being

manipulated.

Bernstein also used the concepts, frame and framing although somewhat
ambiguously (Gibson, 1977). On the one hand, he used frames in the same sense as
Lundgren (1972:27,40-43) to refer to controls, external to teacher and student, over
the selection, organisation, pacing and timing of knowledge (Bernstein, 1974:98).
Strong framing meant there was a high level of restriction over these activities. On
the other hand, Bernstein (1974:88-89) used frames to refer to the "degree of control
over curriculum available to teacher and pupil" and to the "range of options available
to the teacher and the taught". In this latter sense, frames appear to be congruent with

decision-making space as previously defined.

D. Smith (1983a:241,244) and D. Smith and Lovat (1990:109) considered frames in
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a decision-making context and defined them as the limits to teachers' options for
curriculum decision-making. In this sense, frames refer to the boundaries which
prescribe or circumscribe decision-making space setting the degrees of freedom
available to the teacher decision-maker (Smith, D. 1983a:239,241). For these
authors, frames were conceptual groupings of frame factors (e.g. Smith, D.
1983a:243).

While Lundgren (1972:42) and Kallos and Lundgren (1979a:30) confined frames to
tangible, substantive items, D. Smith (1983a:191) extended the concept to
intangibles such as the decision-makers' knowledge and beliefs. Smith recognised
frames on teachers' decision-making set through decisions already taken at higher
levels of the educational hierarchy and others comprised of self-imposed limits. The
latter were derived from the decision-makers' personal knowledge and belief and
based con experience, values and preference. Frames of the self-imposed kind
included the decision-makers' self-concept and self-efficacy and beliefs about

students (Smith, D. 1983a:319,325,381; Smith, D, and Lovat, 1990:113-115).

The concept of frame adopted in this thesis is most closely akin to this latter
description used by D. Smith (1983a:237) and D. Smith and Lovat (1990:109).
Frames are used in the sense of determinants which set the boundaries or limits to a
decision-maker's potential courses of action, options or decision-making space.
However, as it stands there is one problem with this conception and this is that there
is little to distinguish self-imposed frames from decision-making space. The
difficulty is that self-imposed frames work to limit options through their effect of
lowering the projected utility or feasibility of certain options. Self-imposed frames
are not external controls in the sense of a decision taken elsewhere, but rather
internally perceived limits which lead to the rejection or neglect of what might
otherwise be potential options. A usage of the frame concept which includes self-
imposed limits as frames is adopted in this thesis. However, a new definition is

proposed to remedy this lack of conceptual clarity.

Thus, frames are defined for the purposes of this study as those things which set the
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boundaries or limits to a decision-makers' perceived options or which limit the
perceived, overall utility of certain options sufficiently for them to be rendered
impractical or unacceptable. The distinction between an impossible option and one
that is simply not highly preferred is regarded as a matter of personal perception.
Intangibles are included as potential frames. Thus, frames could include all types of
knowledge, belief and values. They could, potentially, include philosophies,
educational policies, decisions taken at higher levels of the educational hierarchy,

material conditions and contextual events.

According to this definition of the frame concept, curriculum codes are a kind of
frame because of their role in constraining and influencing curriculum decisions
through cultural mechanisms. While codes and frames are abstractions, they
summarise and represent significant aspects of education. Their use is a convenient

way of describing and summarising curriculum patterns and trends.

As defined for this study, the frame and decision-making space concepts complement
each other. Where frames focus on the constraining influences in a decision situation,
the latter concept focuses on the remaining options and the decision-makers' latitude
for discretion. Together, these concepts provide a means of analysing the degree of
curriculum control available to students in open learning programs by helping to map

the loci of decision-making on significant aspects of curriculum.

Frames have been described in terms of their strength (e.g. Bernstein, 1974:109),
their substantive content or nature (e.g. Dahlloff, 1971:75-77; Lundgren, 1972:43;
Smith, D., 1983a) and the levels at which they are instigated and/or operationalised
within educational systems (e.g. Kallos and Lundgren, 1979a:24,29; Smith, D.,

1983a:243; Smith, D., and Lovat, 1990:109%). 1t is this latter application, particularly,

which facilitates analysis of curriculum control structures for “the level at which a
frame is instituted, and the nature of decisions taken [at each level] may be regarded

as overt expressions of the power structure of the state" (Kallos and Lundgren,
1979a:30-31).




In the present research, the frame and decision-making space coricepts are applied to
students' decision-making in open learning as a means of investigating the
= curriculum control afforded to learners. A more complete analysis of decision-
‘ making in open learning could be undertaken by applying these concepts to an
extended range of decision-makers including curriculum developers, university
providers, funding authorities and politicians. This would provide additional
evidence on curriculurn control pat.<rns in the OLI. However, such an analysis was
censidered unnecessary for the needs of the study and beyond its rescurces in terms
of both funding and time. A alternative source cof information about curriculum
control in the Initiative was accessed in the form of documentary evidence of
established curriculum policy (the intended curriculum). This source indicated the

types of decisions taken by the various, relevant, official authorities.

Since the concepts of frame and decision-making space are not known to have been
applied to learners' curriculum decision-making previously, no specific frames on
this were located. However, elements which can be conceptualised in terms of
frames are suggested from studies in the field of learner control and these are
discussed below. Research and theorising on learner control do not focus on open
learning, or even on curriculum control, per se. Their focus is encouraging self-
direction and autonomy whereby learners control and direct their own learning. This
is not dissimilar to control-oriented notions of open learning and, for this reason,
constraints on learner control may be applicable as frames on students’ decision-
making in open learning. However, because these ideas have been seconded frem
another area of research for a different purpose, they are regarded as tentative and in
need of validation with reference to specific data. A similar proviso applies to the

application of curriculum code theory to open learning.

The work of D. Garrison and Baynton (1987), D. Garrison, (1989:26-29) and Candy

(1991:418-425) on learner control suggests three possible kinds of frames on
learners' decision-making. Although the various authors have used different
terminology, all identify influences on learner control relating to students' rights,

students' competencies and the resources available to them’.
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Rights refers to "what is actually permitted" (Candy, 1991:420) or to students’
freedom to make decisions concerning aspects of the learning process (Garrison, D,
and Baynton, 1987). Rights also includes aspects of learning for which the student
has responsibility. Resources, on the other hand, refers to the availability and
accessibility of material and human learning resources and includes the support
available both from the educational provider and other sources (Candy, 1991:419;
Garmrison, D., and Baynton, 1987). Competencies refers to personal abilities
affecting learning and covers a broad range of technical, cognitive and affective
competencies (Canc .. .991:418) influencing the learners' ability to take part in and

assume responsibility for, the learning process (Garrison, D., and Baynton, 1987).

At this stage, each individual student's perceived curriculum decision-making space
is conceived as a unique knowledge base containing available options which are
framed by their perceptions of the limits of what they are capable of doing (frames to
competence), the support and resources on hand which may limit their choices
(framing resources) and features of the curriculum which are outside their right or
responsibility to decide (frames on rights). In conjunction with cultural frames, such
as curriculum codes, these constraining parameters are proposed as a set of frames
around the curricudlum options of a learner's decision-making space as shown in

Figure 3. This is adapted from D. Garrison and Baynton (1987:5).

The data obtained on learners' experiences of decision-making in the OLI assist in
validating or refuting this model and, in conjunction with the evidence of theory and
intention, elucidate the curriculum control afforded learners in this Australian
program. This will contribute to understanding the open leamning phenomenon as

outlined in the framework for analysis.

In concluding this chapter, a final note is needed on the use which has been made, or

not made, of other research on decision-making.




Figure 3

Proposed frames on learners' curriculum decision-making space
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2.4.3 Decision-making processes

There is a considerable body of tiicory and research on human decision-making
(Heald, 1991) much of which has not been considered in developing this conceptual
framework. This is because the current interest lies in the desiderata and limits to
decision-making on open lcarning, that is, the content and constraints, rather than the
decision-making process itself. Suffice it to say that a model of decision-making
incorporating some notion of bounded rationality (Simon, H., 1957:204) and some

idea of the probable outcome of a decision is assumed.

According to Radford (1989:1), decision-making involves "the formulation of
alternative courses of action to meet a situation under consideration and...the choice
between these alternatives after an evaluation of their effectiveness in achieving the

decision-maker's cbjective or objectives”. This definition reflects an economic and
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systems management approach to decision-making. In that context, the concept of
the expected utility of the various alternative courses of action has been formulated.
This concept incorporates the consequences of adopting a particular course of action,
the probability that these consequences will result from the decision and an

assessment of their relative worth (Warrneryd, 1986).

However, the economic or systems management approach does not seem to
accurately reflect the way people make decisions in their daily lives. People do not
seem to make personal decisions in such a totally rational and quantifiable way. At
best, they display what has been called bounded rationality which means that they
make decisions within the limits of their cognition and make decisions which are
good enough rather than optimal (Simon, H., 1957:204). They do this without perfect
information on which to base their decisions, in an uncertain world (Biela,
Chelwinski and Walesa, 1983:291; Radford, 1989:2) and without necessarily
defining all possible options and analysing their relative, anticipated worth
(Andersen, 1985). Choosing frequently involves subjective comparisons across
innumerable, incommensurable dimensions. In complex decision situations,
outcomes, both positive and negative, involve issues of human welfare and values
which cannot be quantified. Research has indicated that decision-makers often use
simplified representations of the decision problem and simplified strategies for
choosing (Svenson, 1983:138). Decisions may be made when a solution which is
good enough rather than maximally good is discovered (Simon, H., 1957:204). This
is called satisficing. While such decision-making may not fit rational models, it is

consistent with goal-directed action aimed at satisficing (Andersen, 1985:99).

For the present purpose, it is assumed that there is a finite number of perceived
options in a given decision situation and that the decision context limits these options

(Smith, D., 1983a:187,189). For learners in this study, these limits are conceived as

frames while the options which remain constitute the learners' decision-making

space.




2.5 Summary and conclusions

In this chapter, three traditions of curriculum theorising were reviewed and a
tradition of value for interpreting open learning identified. This tradition, known as
the anthropological-relativist tradition, stresses a socio-cultural orientation to
curriculum. It offers a general orientation to investigating open learning as well as a
body of theory on the control of curriculum. In line with the tenets of this tradition,
open learning will be viewed as a cultural artefact explicable in relation to its socio-
historic context. The alternative liberal-humanist and technocratic traditions provide
relevant background on the history of curriculum and on contemporary approaches to

curriculum development which may be influential in open learning.

A number of tensions between opposing conceptions of curriculum and open
learning were identified and these informed development of a multi-dimensional
framework for the analysis and interpretation of open learning. The framework for
the analysis incorporates alternative perspectives on open learning and considers the
student point of view. It comprises a set of vantage points from which to examine
open learning, an interpretive method and a suite of concepts and theory to be used

as analytical tools.

The vantage points also derive from the areas of tension identified. They provide foci
for the analysis and generate three alternative curriculum conceptions of open
learning from which new meaning can be synthesised. Specifically, the study will
consider open learning as an element of social theory, as an intended curriculum and
as a perceived, learning experience. Because open learning commonly implies
transfer of control to learners, the experiences of students are examined from a
decision-making perspective with learners considered in their role as curriculum

decision-makers.

The interpretive method of the framework encompasses the means by which new

meaning for open learning can be generated. Specific methods are required to

generate each of the three curriculum conceptions of open learning and to synthesise
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an overall interpretation. In brief, the synthesis begins with an analysis of the
congruence of the three conceptions of open learning, that is, with an assessment of
the degree of fit between existing theory and the evidence of the OLI It then
proceeds through an analysis of the cultural and historic context relevant to both
open learning and the OLI to generate an overall interpretation of the combined

evidence.

A suite of analytical tools was designed to assist in this analysis and interpretation of
open learning. It contains concepts and theory relevant to considering the control of
curriculum at both a socio-cultural level and at an administrative level. For the
analysis of patterns of curriculum control at the socio-cultural level, the suite
employs the theory of curriculum codes. This provides a model of historical changes
which have occurred in the way curriculum is organised and controlled and this is
relevant to interpreting open learning in relation to its context. For analysis of
administrative control in open learning, the suite contains the concepts of frame and
decision-making space. These are used to examine students' latitude for control in the
OLIL

Before reporting the implementation of this conceptual framework, it is necessary to
detail the methodology of the study and orient this in terms of epistemology and

ontology. This is the function of Chapter 3.

Endnotes

1. While earlier cultures had systems of higher education and studied a variety of
topics (e.g. Domonkos, 1977:2017-21), the Greeks organised knowledge into
distinct fields contained in written texts (Lundgren, 1983:16).

2. Watt and Goody (1963:320) also implicated the technology of writing in the
development of rational-deductive forms of reasoning which are implicit in liberal-
humanist curricula. Their argument was that sinc: oral culture can, at times, be at
odds with written records, this would stimulate t. need for systems of thought for
distinguishing truth from myth. Subsequent studies of the effects of literacy on
cognitive thought have largely discredited this view (Gee, 1990).




3. To some extent, metacognitive learning theory and theory on learner self-
direction encourage a similar perspective. These focus on learners' understanding
and control of their learning processes. However, in these fields of theory, the focus
is on internal control of study behaviour rather than control of curriculum per se.

4. For example, Pring (1975) points to problems with Bemstein's use of typologies
based on the presence or absence of one condition (i.e. subject boundaries). Gibson
(1977) criticises Bernstein's lack of conceptual clarity (Bradbury, 1990:231).

5. The nature of reality is discussed in Chapter 3.

6. The frames on teachers' decision-making reported by D. Smith (1983:243) and D.
Smith and Lovat (1990:109) reflect the control structure of the school system even
though this was not their intent.

7. D. Garrison and Baynton (1987) used the terminology of independence, power
and support. Power' was renamed 'proficiency' in D. Garrison (1989:26). The
equivalent terms used in this study (i.e. rights, resources and competencies) are
Candy's (1991-418).




Chapter 3

PHILOSOPHY AND METHOD

3.1. Introduction

Studies of open education in the 1960s and 1970s, in line with those in education
generally (Phillips, 1983), were typically conducted in the technocratic tradition.
Horwitz (1979 cited in Giaconia and Hedges, 1982:580), for example, has reviewed
over 200 empirical studies from this time investigating the relative merits of open
and traditional education. This kind of research used positivistic methods
emphasising experimental control and cause and effect reasoning as a means of

improving the efficiency and effectiveness of instruction.

Much of the research into distance education and open learning has been conducted
in a similar manner and with a similar focus on efficiency and effectiveness (e.g.
Bates, 1981; Moore, 1989:7-29;, Office of Technology Assessment, 1990:18).
However, the general failure of positivistic methods to predict outcomes both in
schooling generally and in media-based education, in particular, (e.g. Bates, 1981)
has contributed, along with changing epistemologies, to a change in approach to the

conduct of social science.

Since that era, social science research is said to have undergone a 'paradigm shift'
introducing what is referred to in educational, research discourse as the new

philosophy of science (e.g. Macmillan and Garrison, 1984). This has methodological

implications for the conduct of the study deriving from its metaphysical

underpinnnings. At issue are notions of 'what is knowledge?' and 'how do we know
what we know?'. The shift was linked to an acknowledgment that all knowledge is
subjective and was accompanied by an increase in the acceptability of qualitative

research.

Despite the rhetoric, there is not one, new philosophy but at least three distinct




philosophical positions, realist, relativist and pragmatist. Each of these has spawned
variants. In this chapter, a review of the change in thinking about the nature and
conduct of science and the reasons for it precedes consideration of these three
contemporary philosophical positions. Even though these philosophies are
underpinned by metaphysical positions which are opposed, considerable

convergence on methodological issues is discernible.

The realist-coherentist assumptions informing the study are then elaborated with
particular reference to their implications for social science. Consideration of the
methodological implications of realism and the epistemological implications of
coherence se.s the stage for a description of the procedures employed to investigate
open learning. Particular attention is paid to issues affecting the quality of the

research.
3.2. The 'paradigm’ shift
In order to understand the nature of the so-called paradigm shift in social science, it

is first necessary to consider the meaning of the term, paradigm, itself. The nature of

positivistic methods and the change in approach can then be considered.

A paradigm' has been described as a world view or general perspective (Patton,

1987:165). Kuhn used the term in the context of traditional science to refer to a
coherent approach based on laws, theory, application and instrumentation (Kuhn,
1962:42). Paradigms have been considered to define what are seen as problems for
inquiry as well as the modes of rationality and methods employed to illuminate them

(Chubin and Restivo, 1983:61, Phillips, 1987:22).

According to Phillips (1987:22), while critics such as Scheffler (1967), Siegel (1980)
and Toulmin (1971) have contested many aspects of Kuhn's argument, most accept

his thesis that:

scientists do work within the context of sets of theories and assumptions that

play an important role in shaping the direction and form their work takes
(Phillips, 1987:22).




Heidegger and Gadamer had earlier recognised a similar, fundamental dependence of
interpretation upon prior understandings and the interpreter's own historical position

and cultural perspective (Linge, 1976:xlvii-xlviii).

Kuhn's work focussed attention on the tacit, taken for granted assumptions and
beliefs informing inquiry which is at once their strength and their weakness (Patton,
1978:203). It would be impossible to question all things at one time. Kuhn (1970:46)
suggested that paradigms provide a framework for action but are accompanied by
hidden assumptions which are rarely questioned. Paradigms, for Kuhn, encompassed
the metaphysical, and therefore untestable assumptions of science, as well as
accepted theory on problems deemed already solved (Kuhn, 1962:42). His
conception encompassed both scientific theory and its practice (Barrow and Milburn,
1986:175) and thus acknowledged the inter-relationship of metaphysical assumptions

and their implications for method and practice.

Burrell and Morgan (1979:3) have identified four fundamental metaphysical issues
which influence research. The first of these concerns the nature of reality or being.
This is the ontological question which may be expressed as ‘What exists? or
alternatively as, 'What is there which we may attempt to know?' The second issue is
epistemological and concerns the nature, origin and limits of knowledge. Related to
this are methodological questions about how knowledge may be gleaned and the
relative goodness of knowledge statements. This constitutes the third basic
metaphysical issue. Finally, in social science, assumptions about human nature are

also important for methodology and this is the fourth issue.

It is generally agreed that paradigmatic assumptions have important implications for
research (Burrell and Morgan, 1979:2). Different assumptions are consistent with

different methods of research and with their accompanying standards of adequacy.

One's answers to these metaphysical questions explicitly or implicitly underpin

methodological decisions and, for this reason, it is necessary for researchers to make

their assumptions clear.




Burrell and Morgan (1979:3) have analysed contrasting standpoints on these four
metaphysical issues along the objective-subjective dimension. In their analysis,
positivism was defined as an objective epistemology. However, the term has also
been used to describe the entire set of beliefs and practices integrating objectivity of
ontology, epistemology, methodology and views on human nature (e.g. Guba and
Lincoln, 1989:83; House, 1991). Positivistic social science, like traditional science,
tended to operate within an objective set of assumptions on each of the four

metaphysical issues of ontology, epistemology, human nature and methodology.

In positivist approaches, the existence of a discrete, particulate, external reality
(Blaikie, 1991) independent of the inquirer's interest in it is assumed (Lincoln and
Guba, 1985:28). Knowledge is regarded as a mirror of reality (Woolgar, 1983:243)
pieced together through observation of indisputable facts about the properties of real
entities and the ways they interact. The researcher aims to be an independent
observer, impartial and isolated from the events studied (Lincoln and Guba,
1985:28). The inquiry process is nomothetic seeking to explain events in terms of a
small number of variables and their causal inter-relationships (Burrell and Morgan,
1979:3). Objectivity is sought through rigorous technique. Ideally, experimental
manipulation of the objects under investigation under controlled conditions, is used
to reveal universally applicable laws and theories which can be tested empirically by

verifying or falsifying predictions deduced from them (Burrell and Morgan, 1979:6).

Applied to social science, positivism is associated with methods akin to those used in
natural science. Human behaviour and social phenomena are investigated in terms of
cause and effect reasoning which stresses the environmental and social determinants
of action rather than individual will and human agency (Burrell and Morgan,
1979:6). The research approach is either nomothetic - focussing on categorisation
and measurement and stressing quantitative analysis of data from large,
representative samples - or historicist - seeking to interpret events objectively. For
example, both Schleiermacher and Dilthey focussed on method to overcome errors in
interpretation and recover the true or intended meaning (Linge, 1976:xiii). Even

though verstehen (or understanding) in the interpretive disciplines was distinguished
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from the kind of explanation sought in the physical sciences, the approach was
positivist in seeking the 'correct' interpretation through rigorous application of

objective method (Outhwaite, 1987:62-64).

In recent times, positivism has been largely discredited, even to the extent of
claiming that "positivism is dead" (Popper, 1974:69 cited in Phillips, 1983). A post-
positivistic, post-Kuhnian or new philosophy of science has been proclaimed
(Macmillan and Garrison, 1984; Phillips, 1983) in which qualitative methods have
increased status. On the other hand, it is also claimed that positivistic thinking is still
guiding most educational research as a "dominant ideology" (Giroux, 1981:42 cited
in Phillips, 1983).

In faimess to the allegedly dead, and as a means of explicating both the 'new
philosophy' and the assumptions underpinning this study, a closer examination of

positivism is warranted together with elaboration of the arguments discrediting it.

3.3 Positivism

The term, positivism, has been said to have little more precise meaning than as a
derogatory epithet (Giddens, 1974:preface) and indeed a range of meaning is evident

in the literature.

Positivism has been equated with traditional science (Guba and Lincoln, 1989:83;
House, 1991) and, in this sense, it is historically sensible as a reaction to
scholasticism and absolutism which emphasised theology and metaphysics as
sources of illumination for human problems. It is not difficult to sympathise with
such a motive. The scientific or empirical approach began .o replace these earlier
alternatives when people such as Francis Bacon (1561-1626) and Galileo Galilei
(1564-1642) sought knowledge through observation of the world (Lundgren,
1983:21). Traditional science represented an attempt to ground knowledge in
empirical observation, a goal still respected by many of its critics. It has proved to be

a remarkably powerful approach in many fields.
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But, strictly speaking, positivism is neither as monolithic, as invariant nor as totally
objective as some opponents suppose. As well as its use as a synonym for traditional,
physical science, Phillips (1987:38) has recognised another four possible referents
for the term: namely, Comptean-type positivism, logical positivism, behaviourism
and empiricism. A plurality of meaning is apparent and this encompassed a degree of

subjectivity.

Harré (1981:3 cited in Lincoln and Guba, 1985:22) regarded positivism as a fallback
position of traditional science when challenged and not its everyday mode of
operation. In another sense, positivism is also something of a straw effigy
constructed by its critics to facilitate refutation. Lincoln and Guba (1985:24) admit to
defining positivism in terms of the points they wish to challenge. In this sense,
positivism is a caricature of the perceived sins of traditional science, perhaps the

greatest of which was a naively confident use of objective, scientific method.

As an effigy of science, objective in respect of ontology, epistemology, human
nature and method, positivism is useful as a means of crystallising what the new
philosophy is net, focussing the arguments against objective approaches and
explaining the assumptions of the new philosophy. Positivism's lack of success in
solving the problems of social science, together with new understandings of the
limits of objectivity and the way scientists operate (the sociology of science) have

armed the attack on positivism.

3.3.1 Undermining positivism

There are two main lines of evidence against the effigy of positivism (Knorr-Cetina

and Mulkay, 1983:3) and each of these has important implications for social science

research. The first concerns the under-determination of theory and this demonstrates
the provisional nature of all knowledge. The second concerns the theory laden-ness
of observation and this highlights its subjectivity and undermines positivistic

assumptions about independent observation.




Scientists traditionally aimed to discover absolute truth as correspondence with
reality, an approach known as naive realism. However, every candidate suggested as
an unassailable foundation of knowledge has been discredited and it is accepted that
there is no infallible means of establishing correspondence truth (Evers, 1988,
Lehrer, 1990:62; Walker, J., 1991). For centuries, establishing truth was considered
to be the role of religion and logic, however, the impact of the Renaissance, the
Reformation and scientific rationality questioned this stance (e.g. Lundgren,
1983:21). The problem of generating knowledge through induction from experience,
namely that an undiscovered, conflicting case could yet exist, has also long been
recognised (Phillips, 1987:7). Popper subsequently proposed that although theories
could not be proved correct (verified), they could be falsified if predictions deduced
from them were disproved (Phillips, 1987:8). Thus, knowledge could be improved
through the detection of errors. On this view, the growth of knowledge could be, at

best, a trial and error affair asymptotically approaching reality.

But even this notion of ongoing refutation has severe limitations in practice as was
suggested earlier. It is always possible to retain a theory in the face of contra-
indicatory evidence by modifying the theory, altering its assumptions or questioning
the accuracy of contradictory evidence (Phillips, 1987:12). Furthermore, it is not
usually possible to attempt to verify more than a small portion of a theory at a time.
A negative result prompts the question of which aspect of the theory, assumptions or
testing procedure to doubt. Thus, theories are said to be under-determined in logic
(Garrison, J., 1986; Miller and Fredericks, 1991). Furthermore, since it is possible
for alternative theories consistent with the evidence to co-exist, theories are also said

to be under-determined in terms of evidence (Garrison, J., 1986).

Because theory is under-determined, the positivistic model of science, infallibly
testing theoretical predictions and discarding theories that do not stand the test,

cannot be s. ained. This view of science now appears naive and simplistic. Science

becomes more a practical art of judgement as new experience is weighed against the
total web of belief (Quine, 1961 cited in Garrison, J., 1986:14). This holistic view,
known as the Duhem-Quine thesis (Garrison, J., 1986; Phillips, 1987:13), is far




removed from the positivist conception of rational science in which theory-neutral
facts were collected by passive, independent observers to test theoretical models as

the recipe for unveiling truth.

The crucial role of intuition, hunches, thought experiments and guesswork in new
theory generation (Guba and Lincoln, 1989:165) complements the human face of
science and this too contrasts strongly with positivism which concentrated on

verification to the neglect of the discovery process (Guba and Lincoln, 1989:164).

Observation and interpretation are now understood to be far from neutral processes
and this is the second major line of evidence undermining positivism. According to
Hanson's thesis, the theory, hypothesis, framework or backgrcund knowledge held
by an investigator can strongly influence what is observed (Phillips, 1987:9). Facts
or observations obtain their meaning, at least in part, from theory (Evers, 1988; Gee,
1990:8). What counts as evidence, indeed what counts as a potemtially solvable
problem, is determined by theory and since observatiens only have meaning within a
theoretical framework, there may be no rational means of comparing theories In
Kuhn's terms, theories may be incommensurable with insufficient common ground
for debate or testing (Garrison, J., 1986).

With respect to the interpretive disciplines, Gadamer stressed that interpretation can
never be free of bias arising from the interpreter’s own culture and context because it
is only on this basis that interpretation is possible (Linge, 1976:xiv). Since language,
following Wittgeastein, operates according to internal sets of rules, it is necessary, as
Winch emphasised, to undcistand cultural practices from within (Phiilips.
1987:25,26). ©On this basis, cultural forms have also been considered

incommensurable.

Contemporary linguistic theory stresses that values and power relations are integral
to both theory and observation (Gee, 1990:8-10). This is alsc damaging to the
positivist view in which names were considered as labels with direct correspondence

to their objects of reference (Barnes, 1983:30, Harré, Clark and De Carlo, 1903 :101),
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true statements were considered to be value-free descriptions of the way things really
were and scientific inquiry was presumed to be ethically neutral (Habermas,

1978:303).

According to Barnes (1983:19-52), learning the concepts of a culture demands
attention to knowledgeable authorities and common usage while applying concepts
requires judgement, negotiation and consensus. Since language functions as a
practical resource for the accomplishment of socially, valuable work, the needs and
interests of a linguistic community influence concept development and common
usage. Gee (1992:8021) stressed that the entanglement of language and values is not
merely incidental but fundamental as it arises from the social practices which give
words their meaning within discourses. These social practices implicitly involve
benefits and sanctions which reinforce what is regarded as normal or good within
that practice and sustain relations and conflict for power (Gee, 1990:9). Nietzsche
and Foucault saw all knowledge claims as moves in 2 power game (Rorty,
1982:205). On this basis, knowledge is not only theory-laden, but value laden as

well.

While these arguments undermine positivist assumptions of ethical impartiality, they
have the benefit of making moral theories objects of knowledge like any other
theory. Since values and morals are learned, applied and negotiated in a similar
manner to other theories, they are indistinguishable in cognitive theory from other
theoretical concepts and therefore open to scientific study (Evers, 1988; Evers and
Lakomski, 1991.185).

All this implies a fundamental subjectivity of human knowledge deriving from the
nature cf human language and cognition. This subjectivity effertively undermines
the possibility of theory-neutral facts and clouds distinctions between notions of
theory, observation, fact, value, truth, meaning and inter; .. on (e.g. Evers and
Lakomski, 1991:185). It appears there is no infallible means of advancing
knowledge, no means of passively observing an independent reality and no

knowledge but man's subjectivé ordering of his experiences. From this, it seems that
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the new philosophy must entail a subjective epistemology. Despite this convergence,
post-positivistic inquiry contains ongoing tensions between realism, relativism and
pragmatism in their various forms. There is not one new philosophy but rather a
range of competing views. In order to clarify the dimensions of the continuing
debate, it is appropriate to consider the subjective extreme on metaphysical questions

and the pragmatist position.
3.4 Relativism

Inquiry emphasising the subjective is known variously as constructivist, naturalistic?,
hermeneutic, interpretive (Guba and Lincoin, 1989:83), anti-positivistic (Burrell and
Morgan, 1979:3) and relativistic (Rorty, 1982:166). As with positivism, there are
significant difficulties with subjective philosophies also.

The epitome of subjectivity is solipsism which altogether rejects an independent
reality and sees knowledge as the subjective and arbitrary creation of the individual
mind (Burrell and Morgan, 1979:238). To be consistent, that single mind must be
that of the solipsist for other people are acknowledged to exist only in this realm. In
this view, events are equivalent to mental experience or imagination. The only
logical, potential source of action open to the solipsist is mind control. However,
even though this extreme position seems absurd, it is difficult to refute (Maclachlan,
1989:70). It is self annihilating, however, for if everything is a personal dream, so

too is it.

Lincoln and Guba (1985:83) argue for a less extreme version of relativism called
constructivism, which adopts the structu-alist and post-structuralist view of language
as creating its own reality as a shared, collective construction free of reference
beyond itself (Devitt and Sterelny, 1987:219). While there is strength in the notion of
socially created reality to which the discussion will return, there are also several

impediments in this ontology.

The fundamental flaw of relativist philosophies is said to be the epistemic fallacy




which is "the definition of being in terms of knowledge" (Bhaskar, 1989:181) This
error equates 'what is', with human knowledge of it and takes epistemology for
ontology. The error is evident in the way Guba and Lincoln (1989:83) express the
ontological question. They ask "What is there that can be known?". This neglects the
possibility of a reality beyond human experience and perception and implies that
what cannot be known, does not exist. Another objection is that intermediary,
relativistic positions are difficult to maintain against collapse to solipsism except by
appeal to the unexpecied and uncontrollable nature of experience which is .ndicative

of a reality beyond human construction.

The arguments discrediting positivism, outlined previously, are essentially
epistemological and supportive of subjective views of the nature of knowledge.
Given this general consensus on epistemology, and given the essentially insolubie
nature of metaphysical problems, it needs to be asked whether ontological questions
have value beyond the esoteric and whether differing assumptions on the nature of

reality influence the conduct of research.

3.5 Pragmatism

The pragmatist's answer following James, Dewey and the later Wittgenstein 1s that,
since metaphysical questions are unanswerable, it would be advisable to stop asking
them (Rorty, 1982:xiv). It is not that the pragmatist disavows reality but rather that it
is seen as " either the purely vacuous notion of the ineffable cause of sense and the
goal of intellect or else the name for the objects which inquiry at the moment is
leaving alone" (Rorty, 1982:14). Reality, in this view, is simply not something it is
possible to develop a fruitful philosophy about (Rorty, 1991:7) because this would

require us, as Nagel (1986:11) put it, to climb out of our own minds.

Davidson (1986:319 cited in Rorty, 1991:10) has argued from an holistic,
evolutionary perspective regarding language as an adaptive feature of the behaviour
of human beings, that most beliefs must be in touch with reality for survival. When

theories change, tha mejority of beliefs remain untouched. Nevertheless, as there is
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no test of the accuracy of knowledge as a representation of reality which can be
independent of mind and language (Rorty, 1991:6) and no difference which makes a
difference between 'its true because it works' and ‘it works because its true', the
pragmatist would like to abandon the topic altogether (Rorty, 1982:xxix). Quine
(1951 cited in Katz, 1990:11) advocated separating theories of meaning from

reference to reality and simply studying the meanings themselves.

3.6 The significance of ontology

The significance of ontological assumptions, however, lies in their relevance to
procedures for establishing the relative worth of knowledge claims for, if there is no
reality providing a basis for perception, and knowledge is but a construction with no
connection at all to a physical reality, then all explanations are equally good. The
difficulty of the relativist position is that it leaves no logical grounds for assessing
credibility apart from consensus (Laudan, 1988:118; Walker, J., 1985a, 1985b).
Guba and Lincoln (1989:148) suggest that constructions may change after
consideration of a better informed altemative. On what basis, however, can a
judgement be made? Without recourse to realism in the form of empirical data,
conceived as the joint product of our perceptual systems, prior theory and detected
energy patterns from physical and social reality, the only alternatives would seem to
be divine inspiration and pure thought isolated from externa! influences. While the
former is unlikely to be given much credence as a basis for scientific theory, the

latter reverts to solipsism.

Since relativism accepts competing conceptions, it also has the disadvantage of
reinforcing tiue theory of incommensurable paradigms (P-theory). This is
disadvantageous because P-theory is incoherent on several grounds. In the first
instance, P-theory accepts the existence of internaliy consistent but mutually
incompatible and unintelligible constructions of knowledge. On logical grounds,
equal legitimacy should be granted to theories which oppose it and this includes
tolerance of realism (Phillips, 1987:24;, Walker, J., and Evers, 1989). Constructivism

is, thus, incoherent in setting consistency as an internal requirement of competing




'paradigms' while rejecting coherence as a global virtue for theories of knowledge.

Another difficulty is that P-theory requires conditions it cannot explain (Evers and
Lakomski, 1991:230-233; Walker, J., 1985a, 1985b). Evers and Lakomski
(1991:230) argued as follows. If paradigms are accepted as distinct,
incommensurable and entirely reliant on their own theory for meaning, then they are
essentially unlearnable. If, on the other hand, it is accepted that meaning is shared
between paradigms, that some common touchstone exists, then theory on paradigms
collapses to a unitary theory of knowledge composed of competing theories. From
this perspective, paradigms are equivalent to super-theories but are competing

theories none the less.

Even though the naive realist position has been extensively discredited, it continues
to be the commonsense approach to living (Woolgar, 1983:244). Indeed, researchers
espousing a relativist ontology frequently continue with the old philosophy and the
common-sense mode in practice (Bhaskar, 1989:11; Woolgar, 1983:262). The basic
objection to belief in a real world has been the subjective nature of human perception
which, in conjunction with Descartes legacy of withholding belief in the absence of

watertight proof, has allowed relativism to flourish (Maclachlan, 1989:106).

Incontrovertible proof is never likely to be available, yet belief in reality appears

sensible as the everyday mode of thinking and acting in the world.

As explained by Maclachlan (1989:98-100) modern perception theory suggests that
belief in reality may be, as Kant first postulated, an 4 priori characteristic of human
perception. That is, it is the way of thinking inbuilt into human, cognitive processes
and a necessary characteristic of mental functioning. This faculty allows us to make
sense of incomplete perceptual data, to infer the continued existence of objects no
longer perceived and infer causal associations As a simple example, we continue to
believe the dog exists when it disappears, unperceived, behind a tree and infer the
barking noise we hear to come from the dog. Belief in reality thus serves as a device
to predict future events (I might get bitten if I go behind the tree) and provides a
survival advantage.




Ontology is also important because a viable philosophy needs to encompass what the
world and human mind must be like for us to develop knowledge (Walker, J., and
Evers, 1989). Our knowledge may not be that of neutral, passive observers, may be
at best a product of participating and interacting with the physical and social world,
however, the stability of this observed interaction under similar conditions is
suggestive of some underlying order. The unexpected and uncontrollable nature of
experience suggests a potent, external reality. We assume the existence of real
referents for our sense perceptions and seek to explain the regularities we detect in
terms of the structure and necessary modes of acting of real entities. Our knowledge
may not correspond to, or accurately reflect, reality but it appears to be causally
influenced by it. Rather than disavow reality, we should conclude with Quine
(1966:238) that such is the nature of evidence.

While the subjective nature of knowledge is accepted, relativism has been shown to
be absurd in the extreme and to neglect the basic, ontological question. It also leads
to epistemological positions such as incommensurable paradigm theory which are
either incoherent or self destructive. Furthermore, it contains no logical notion of

error. Pragmatism copes by disavowing the issues.

New realism is selected as the basis of this study because it aims to circumvent
sceptical objections centred on the subjectivity of knowledge and yet avoid both the
epistemic fallacy and the pragmatist solution by addressing the ontological question

directly’. The assumptions and implications of new realism are outlined in the

following section.

A viable philosophy also needs to provide an acceptable stance on the nature of
knowledge and research methods for its advancement (e.g. Bhaskar, 1989:183). The
study adopts coherence criteria for this purpose since alternatives offered firstly, by
paradigm theory (namely, intra-paradigm consensus) and secondly, by naive realism
(namely, correspondence to reality) have been discredited. Although fallible,

coherence, in conjunction with an openness to alternatives, seems the most

appropriate way forward. After introducing new realism and outlining its

71




implications for social science, means of establishing research quality consistent with

these assumptions are explored. The methodology of the study is then described.

3.7 New realism and coherentism

Contemporary, realist philosophy acknowledges the autonomy of ontology from
epistemology. Although the latter is seen as dependent on the former, 'to be' and 'to

be known' are not regarded as equivalent.

In some forms of realism such as empiricism, which includes both logical positivism
(Phillips, 1983) and classical empiricism, the real was restricted to the observable or
the perceived (Bhaskar, 1978:14). Theoretical entities were either seen as
unnecessary or as convenient fictions - conceptual tools for the arrangement of
observed facts and the prediction of events (Chalmers, 1982:146; Outhwaite,
1987:44; Phillips, 1983).

In these philosophies, causation was conceived in Humean fashion as the constant
conjunction of discrete events (Outhwaite, 1987:21). For example, night always
follows day by virtue of the way things always are and, in these conceptions, no
other necessary reason for the regularity was required for its explanation. This view
was based on universal, empirical regularities which were often only demonstrable in
artificially controlled or closed, experimental systems (Sayer, 1984:113-5). The
conception of causation as empirical regularity provided no means of distinguishing
between an accidental association of events and a necessary sequence and no
explanation of causal mechanisms, such as opposing forces, operating without effect
(Bhaskar, 1978:151).

In contrast to philosophies confining the real to the observable, transcendental,
scientific realism accepts the reality of unperceived objects and recognises three

domains of reality.
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These are:

the empirical domain of experience and observation,

the actual domain of all potentially perceivable objects and events (whether
detected or unobserved and whether perceived directly by the senses or with

technical instrumeatation), and

the domain of the real consisting of the processes and mechanisms that
generate events and the states of relations between the real of various kinds
(Bhaskar, 1978:13; Blaikie, 1991; Harr€, 1986:58).

In this view, real entities and mechanisms may be operating even though
counteracting tendencies may mean that no effect is apparent (Sayer, 1984:115).
Because this philosophy accepts a reality beyond perception it is called

transcendental.

Real entities include empirical objects and events, the constitutive structure of
entities, their productive inter-relationships and the generative mechanisms enabling
entities to exercise their causal powers and liabilities* to produce effects. Causal
powers have been analysed by Harré and Madden (1975:90,140) to be the natural
tendencies of entities to behave and interact in certain ways under particular
conditions. These powers may exist latent and unrealised or be exercised in which

case they may or may not produce an effect (Bhaskar, 1978:18; Harré, 1979:38).

The realist theory of causation as natural necessity supplants the Humean conception
of cause as the constant conjunction of events. It replaces a theorem like prescription
for causality with a conception whose explanatory power lies in the specific content
of the mechanism postulated (Harré, 1979:161; Harré and Madden, 1975:128). Its
emphasis on the natural mode of acting of entities is consistent with a view of
science in which metaphor, analogy, models and imagination are important

explanatory tools (Harré and Secord, 1972:73). Central to explanatory theory is an
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image of the components of a natural structure or a mechanism in operation
(Bhaskar, 1978:13; Harré and Madden, 1975:129). Theory thus explains, at an
abstract level, the necessary relations and causal tendencies of real entities (Sayer,
1984:131).

3.7.1 The ontological status of social phenomena

To be able to apply a realist philosophy to the phenomena of social world, real social
entities must exist and act independently of our knowledge of them (Outhwaite,
1987:47). In other words, for realism to be applicable to the objects of study of social
science, at least some knowledge of social phenomena must refer to intransitive®,
real, social entities, structures or mechanisms with generative potential. Knowledge
of society primarily concerns unobservable, theoretical abstractions of social

construction. However, within a transcendental, realist philosophy the unobservable

nature of social abstractions need not preclude their real, ontological status

(Outhwaite, 1987:47).

Social phenomena can be established as real entities independent of human
knowledge and description of them through their possession of causal powers
(Bhaskar, 1989:69,81; Outhwaite, 1987:51), that is their ability to produce effects.
Durkheim, in effect, argued the causal power of social realities with his citerion,
constraint, which emphasised the coercive, rather than the enabling, nature of social

boundaries, conventions and practices (Bhaskar, 1989:81).

According to Bhaskar, (1990:11) the primary reality of the social world is
conversation. In Harré's words:

There is a species wide and history long conversation, only partially available
to individuals...These are structured for each of us by local moral orders, that
is, by tacitly accepted systems of rights, duties and obligations fixing the role
of contributors to this or that conversation...In the ultimate stages of the
development of the reflexive study of human life, we pass beyond
conversation and investigation of those language games that are transparent
to any one of us to the open set of possibilities that are the affordances of
conversation...The conversation is only so far malleable to the influence of
individuals speakers (Harré, 1990:350).
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Social realities include rule systems and the thoughts, language and practices of

people (Popkewitz, 1990:57). Meanings and cognitive processes are real (Harré,

1986:70) as are social structures, events in social life (Harré, 1979:37) and social

relations between people, between people and nature and between people and their

social products (Bhaskar, 1979:52). Social structures and activities are relatively

enduring thiough the stability of social positions, functions, relationships and

practices (Bhaskar, 1989:71). Social entities exist "not just as [their] daily

manifestations, but as the habits, prejudices, beliefs, knowledge and expectations of

[their] constituent members, and of the general public who know of it, and of the

officials and functionaries who are related to it" (Harré, 1979:99).

While the real status of social phenomena can be established through the displayed

property of causal efficacy, their independence from voluntary, human action is

manifested through their pre-existence (Outhwaite, 1987:51). Although historically

constructed by people and reinstantiated in the present by the activities of people,

social phenomena pre-exist individuals (Outhwaite, 1987:51) and, like real objects of

nature, display rigidity, resilience, autonomy and independence (Currie, 1988:208).

Social realities are only so far open to manipulation according to individual wishes
(Harré, 1990:350).

The independence of social structures and events is supported by, but not reliant

upon, a relational and transformational model of society® in which the causal powers

of social phenomena are not reducible to individual, human agency’ (Bhaskar,

1979:46; 1989:73-79). According to the transformational model:

people do not create society. For it always pre-exists them and is a necessary
condition for their activity. Rather, society must be regarded as an ensemble
of structures, practices and conventions which individuals reproduce or
transform, but which would not exist unless they did so. Society does not
exist independently of conscious human activity (the error of reification). But
it is not the product of it (the error of voluntarism). Now the processes
whereby the stocks of skills and competences and habits appropriate to given
social contexts are acquired and maintained could be generically referred to
as 'socialisation’...Reproduction and/or transformation of society, though for
the most part unconscious...is an achievement...of active subjects, not a
mechanical consequence of antecedent conditions. (Bhaskar, 1979:45).
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In essence, society is an independent, real entity because it confronts individuals as
an established given and displays causal powers over and above the sum of its parts.
These additional powers have been referred to as emergent powers by Bhaskar
(1989:77) and Harré (1979:95, 1981) and as unintended consequences by Giddens
(1981:161). According to Bhaskar (1989:71,4), the results of human action can be
more than those intended by the people involved, partly because the persistent
relations between people in society are an important and often opaque element of
society which voluntarist explanations of society, following Weber, do not
adequately take into account. Thus, people do not, in the present, create society but
they do presuppose it and contain the potential to transform it. They re-create social
reality or transform it in acting out their social relationships in accordance with their

values, beliefs and social theories (Gee, 1990:9).

3.7.2 The nature of social science

New realism accepts the reality of social phenomena and opens the way for a unitary
conception of science in all fields of study. As in the natural sciences, explanation in
social science requires understanding of the necessary structure and causal processes
(generative mechanisms) behind behaviour, structures and events (Harré, 1979:161-
3). These generative mechanisms reside in the intentions, plans and commitments of
people (Hané, 1979:71) and their reasons for acting as they do (Bhaskar, 1989:79;
Sayer, 1984:101,102).

However, the reasons people, themselves, give for their actions may be distinct from
causal explanations (OQuthwaite, 1987:50). The meaningfulness of action is
dependent, not only upon intent, but also upon interpretation which involves
"interconnections between language, [other] action and the surrounding
circumstances" (Bartlett, 1991:22). Thus, generative mechanisms also reside both in
action, itself, which can be meaningful without initial intent (Bartlett, 1991) and in
-he unintended consequences of, and necessary social conditions for, action
(Bhaskar, 1989:78-80; Sayer, 1984:101,102). Knowledge and belief are integral to

plan formulation. Translation of plans into action presupposes tacit knowledge of
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social structure and competence in using material resources and the conventions and

rules of socio-linguistic communication (Harré, 1979:71; Sayer, 1984:102).

Social science is not just the study of regularities between stimulus and effect in the
behaviourist tradition. It involves interpretation of people's actions and the reasons
and intentions for their actions. While intentions relate to mental states rather than
observable phenomena (Bartlett, 1991), access to this kind of evidence is available in
the verbal accounts people give of their actions (Bhaskar, 1989:79). Explanation also
requires analysis of the necessary conditions for action, that is, those features of the
social environment which both limit action and make it possible. This involves
understanding the genesis and functioning of social structures and conventions as

well as the relevant context (Popkewitz, 1990:57,64; Saye¢-, 1984:104,117).

While social phenomena are amenable to study from a realist perspective, it is
nevertheless important that several unique features of social phenomena in
comparison with natural phenomena be recognised. These distinctions place
restrictions on the nature of knowledge in social science and on appropriate methods.
The differences are ontological, epistemological, relational and critical (Bhaskar,
1989:57,82).

With respect to ontology, social realities, unlike phenomena of the natural world, do
not exist independently of the conceptions we form of them because they are the
products of human social activity (Bhaskar, 1989:79, Outhwaite, 1987:.47).
According to Bhaskar (1989:78-79), social structures exist only "in virtue of the
activities they govern and cannot be empirically identified independently of them".
Furthermore, since social structures and practices may change, the tendencies of

society "may only be relatively enduring” and "may not be universal".

Epistemologically, social tendencies are displayed in open systems® where a
multitude of causal influences mask invariant, empirical regularities (Bhaskar,
1979:57, 1989:82,184) and where change in the object of study or in its relationship

with the environment is possible (Sayer, 1984:113). The social sciences must
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therefore rely largely upon & posteriori explanation (retroduction) rather than the

experimental-predictive techniques successful in closed systems.

Human subjects and, by a remove, the social phenomena they reinstantiate, are
potentially responsive to the meanings social science assigns to them (Bhaskar,
1989:84,186). Whereas physical objects are thought to be impervious to, and
unaffected by, the meanings people ascribe to them, in the social realm, phenomena
are not independent of our conceptions of them. Knowledge of society and social
phenomena are, instead, relational and causally interdependent (Bhaskar, 1979:60,
1989:84). One consequence of this interdependence is that while interpretation and
hermeneutic methods are pre-requisite for any knowledge (Thompson, 1984:139),
social science must contend with a feedback effect from knowledge to its object
(Bhaskar, 1990:9). Social science is not only subjective, but inter-subjective
(Giddens, 1974:9). A double hermeneutic is operative, as Giddens (1976:158 cited in
Outhwaite, 1987:70) has said, as our knowledge of interpretive processes provides
the conditions for interpreting social phenomena. In turn, our transformed knowledge

and beliefs are utilised to inform future actions.

Because of this feedback between knowledge and its social object, all social science
is potentially critical of current practice and social structures (Bhaskar, 1990:9). If
the causal structures and mechanisms revealed by social science prove to be
inconsistent with beliefs and values, a negative evaluation of those structures and
mechanisms will follow, thus opening the way for the elaboration of action strategies
to reduce the contradictions (Bhaskar, 1989:89,186). Evaluation of interpretations is
unavoidable as each person considers which conceptions to adopt as their own and

accommodates new information into their systems of belief.

Interpretation of society as it is begs the question of how and why it came to be this

way and questions the structures and conditions supporting the present situation.

This additional inquiry goes beyond understanding social phenomena from the

participants' point of view to a structural and causal analysis in which the actors'

interpretation is but one perspective (Bartlett, 1991).
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Because social theories are themselves causes linked to the distribution of social
goods (Gee, 1990:8-19), the advantages and disadvantages of particular theories and
practices for different social groups need to be examined if a comprehensive
understanding is to be generated. Derrida has drawn attention to the role of rhetoric
as a socially generative force which can be used both for maintaining and
transforming society (Quantz, 1992:469). This is achieved through appeal to various
authorities and exploitation of differences in meaning (Apple, 1982:151; Codd,
1988). The traditions of deconstruction and critical reflection, which build upon the
work of Demrida and Habermas respectively, have been developed to stimulate

critical analysis.

Research on society 'as it is' also has implications for society 'as i should be' and this
requires that values are theorised and incorporated within a forward looking, social
theory. Critical theorists following Marx and Habermas set freedom from illusion
and human emancipation as their goals (e.g. Habermas, 1978:309) but any social
science may contribute a critical function, even if it does not set out to expose
contradictory beliefs and practices or reduce domination and oppression.
Nevertheless, an open mind expressed as a willingness to question existing beliefs is

an aid to critical thinking.

According to Sarup (1993:98), Foucault took subjectivity as reason to conclude that
freedom and emancipation are impossible goals. Dewey, on the other hand, is
interpreted by Rorty (1982:207) as seizing optimistically on subjectivity as an
opportunity for humankind to decide for itself what is good by way of belief in order

to create harmony between diverse desires and interests.

Realist philosophy, while assuming the existence of real referents, accepts a
subjective epistemology. It views social reality as causally influencing, but
responsive to, our knowledge of it and subjectively construed. Knowledge is seen as
potentially transcending the understandings of the people involved in a phenomenon

and as a resource for shaping the future. Nevertheless, not all explanations or social

theories are equally good. The research methods consistent with this philosophy need
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to be explored.

3.7.3 Impiications of realism for research methodology

Social research is concerned with the description and explanation of social
phenomena in cpen systems. Such research is always reliant upon prior theory, never
value free, and inherently although not always explicitly critical. Appropriate
explanation of social effects must consider human action, social structures,
mechanisms and events as well as contextual events and circumstances. On this
basis, the discussion now considers how social phenomena may be adequately

described, analysed and theorised.

It is apparent that there are limited opportunities for experimental control procedures
in social research (Outhwaite, 1987:54) and it is doubtful whether the conclusions
gleaned in artificially closed experiments can successfully predict outcomes when
translated to real, open systems (Sayer, 1984:114). On the other hand, knowledge
about the pervasiveness of particular behaviours and perceptions and their
demographic, contextual and personality correlates can be obtained through
extensive, survey research and quantitative analysis. While survey methodology
provides summary statistics from a large number of people, it is less appropriate for
disentangling the complex interactions of causative influences in open, social

situations.

This task requires intensive, qualitative study and interpretation of actors' accounts of

their own knowledge as well as analysis of contextual and historical circumstances

(Bartlett, 1991). Intensive study provides a deep understanding through thorough

study of a smaller number of cases (Patton, 1987:9). Explanation of open, social
systems requires an understanding of the meanings actors themselves construe but
may transcend the knowledge of participants with further levels of analysis or
incorporation of information from other sources. Appropriate methods in social
science are, as the methods of all human understanding are now understood to be,

necessarily interpretive and hermeneutic (Barnes, 1983:30; Outhwaite, 1987:61;
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Sayer, 1984:37) due to the nature of theory and communication as already discussed.

Interpretation and analysis is based upon initial description and this introduces the
possibility that actions, structures and events may be described in various ways
(Bartlett, 1991). The meaning ascribed in interpreting such descriptions is, therefore,
dependent upon the description and based on two main assumptions. Firstly, it is
assumed that meaning, although neither exhausted nor determined by description,
can be specified in it (Thompson, 1981:142 cited in Bartlett, 1991). Secordly, it is
assumed that explanation of the social genesis of phenomena is possivie through
reclaiming the meanings recorded in descriptions and through reconstruction and
analysis of structural conditions (Bartlett, 1991). Nevertheiess, the explanation

generated is an interpretation and does not preclude alternative explanations.

Hermeneutic interpretation, as well as ordinary communication, relies upon a vast
resource of shared meanings of which we are largely unaware. In formal research,
extant theory and preconceived conceptions are an important resource although their
essential fallibility means that the researcher must be open to, and seek out, counter

evidence and alternative explanations that nonetheless entail further fallibilities.

ecause of the principle of theory laden-ness, knowledge can be neither discovered
purely from data, nor created without preconceptions. All learning and knowledge
development is dependent upon prior understandings as an essential precondition for
learning to occur. Hence knowledge can only ever be transformed. As the metaphor
attributed to Neurath explains, inquiry is like repairing a leaky boat plank by plank
while still remaining afloat in it (Phillips, 1987:17).

The demise of positivism has been accompanied by a flowering of inductive
methodologies such as grounded theory which eschew deduction from prior theory
as an organiser for research (e.g. Glaser and Strauss, 1967:34,98). However, the new

epistemology has established that any goal of developing theory unbiased by

preconceptions is both misguided and unattainable. Prior theory plays an enabling

role in knowledge growth as well as a constraining one.
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The concern about using preconceived theory has always been that the data may be
squeezed to fit the theory -r that preconceptions may blind the researcher to
alternative explanations (e.g. Glaser and Strauss, 1967:34,98). This view distorts the
essential and enabling nature of prior knowledge and assumes an excessive degree of
rigidity in the human cognitive apparatus. In Scheffler's words:

There is no evidence for a general incapacity to learn from contrary
observations, no proof of a pre-established harmony between what we believe
and what we see...Our categories and expectations guide by orienting us
selectively toward the future; they set us, in particular, to perceive in certain
ways and not in others. Yet they do not blind us to the unforeseen. They
allow us to recognise what fails to match anticipation. (Scheffler, 1967:44
cited in Phillips, 1987:11).

For human learning to occur at all, a limited piasticity of mind is essential
(Churchland, 1979 cited in Evers and Lakomski, 1991:95). Learning would be
impossible if new experiences could not potentially change our theories and without
the ability to theorise (too much plasticity) we would lack the advantage of
generalising from past experience (Evers and Lakomski, 1991:95). Grounded
theorists, who stress induction, implicitly acknowledge the facilitatory role of
existing theory in their use of "theoretical sensitivity" (e.g. Strauss and Corbin,
1990:41), in recommendations to "mine your intuition and experience" (Strauss,
1987:11) and in advocating means of extending prior theory (e.g. Strauss, 1987:306,
1970:46). But on what basis are changes in theory justified? How do we decide
between alternative theories and how do we judge the quality and trustworthiness of

research? Questions such as these are the focus of the following section.

3.7.4 Warrants of trustworthiness in research

Opinion on criteria for research quality reflects the general realist-relativist-

pragmatist debate and, as yet, no clear standards have emerged (Howe and Eisenhart,
1990; Smith, J., 1990:170). In positivist science, research trustworthiness was a
matter of accuracy and objectivity, a matter of reducing error and subjectivity in
order to generate knowledge corresponding to reality. Methodological prescriptions
were relied upon to secure 'validity' and 'reliability’ which were the essential

constructs of research quality (Guba and Lincoln, 1989:234).
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Validity essentially refers to accuracy and freedom from misunderstanding, bias and
error (Earle, 1989:34). Internal validity pertains to the individual study while
external validity addresses the appropriateness of the findings beyond the sample
studied. Reliability concerns the repeatability or stability of findings. Traditional
science sought validity and reliability through control measures, representative
sampling techniques and instrument standardisation which aimed to exclude the

effects of causal influences other than those under investigation.

Post-positivistic epistemology creates a multitude of difficulties in claiming validity
and reliability for it accepts that there are no epistemologically privileged
foundations for knowledge claims. Despite this, researchers of all philosophical
persuasions wish to distinguish between sloppy and quality inquiry. Research quality

is thus a global virtue of research.

Paradigm theorists advocate assessing the status of knowledge claims relative to the
parac'gm employed (e.g. Palmer, 1992:55) but this approach has been shown to be
epistemologically incoherent. They also advocate principles of negotiation and
consensus (Smith, J., 1990:179) but what is the basis of deciding which perspective

is better informed?

For the pragmatist, it is not necessary to have a global theory of truth or universal
prescriptions for research trustworthiness. Rorty (1982:xiii-xxv), following James,
regarded quality as simply a matter of what is good by way of belief. Furthermore,

good ways to advance knowledge depend on the circumstances.

Realists are more confident that criteria for research quality can be specified. They
retain objectivity as an ideal and distinguish between what people really believe and

what the real situation is. For an understanding of meaning to constitute knowledge,

some justification is considered necessary (Phillips, 1987:99) and not all knowledge

constructions are equally warranted (Walker, J., and Evers, 1989:33). Realism allows
that knowledge may be in error, beliefs may be misplaced and can be amended. In

the social sciences, precision of meaning constitutes an important element of
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accuracy in the analysis of accounts (Harré and Secord, 1972:126). Validation
involves analysis of the status of evidence (e.g. Bartlett, 1991), corroboration and

crr ~s-checking.

Realists distinguish between the meaning a concept holds for participants and its
significance for the research (Hirsch, 1967 cited in Smith, J., 1990:174). They seek
explanations beyond the understandings of the people involved in the social
phenomenon under scrutiny. Depth hermeneutics provides a means of doing this
through analysis of actors' accounts, social analysis and historical appreciation’

(Bartlett, 1991; Thompson, 1984:134).

Although truth is, perhaps, best thought of as a folk concept, or a goal whose
attainment is ultimately unknowable, in practice, we come to accept what our best
and most stable theories tell us and operate on the basis of coherence (Evers, 1988,
1991; Evers and Lakomski, 1991:42).

Coherence criteria of research quality are at an early stage of development (Evers,
1991) but include, for example, plausibility, the general fit of the theory with other
accepted theory. simplicity, explanatory power and empirical adequacy in terms of
both comprehensiveness in accounting for data and freedom from anomaly and
contradiction (Churchland, 1985:41-42 cited in Evers, 1991; Evers and Lakomski,
1991:9; Walker, J., 1991). According to Heron (1988:42), coherence obtains when

knowledge from different sourc<s is consistent.

The trustworthiness of research is, thus, more than empirical evidence, more than
method, process and accounting. These are important for research quality but
research must also meet coherence criteria such as those above. Furthermore, since
values are also knowledge claims, theories also need to be consistent with ethical

assumptions and social outcomes.

Since coherence assumes an epistemological unity of research, the best practice of

established research traditions is available to it to enhance trustworthiness. Particular

84




methods such as hermeneutics, interview technique and data analysis procedures
may be utilised as appropriate. Risenhart and Howe (1992:657-663) have suggested a
combination of general and design-specific standards for validity which are

summarised as:

the fit between research questions, data collectio. :>cedures and analysis

techniques,

competent and effective application of procedures and techniques,

alertness to, and coherence with, prior knowledge,

attention to value constraints such as ethical issues and the implications of the

research, and

comprehensiveness.

From a constructivist perspective, Guba and Lincoln (1989:236-237) have developed
a set of criteria for trustworthiness parallel to those of positivism and these are also
useful indicators of qualitative research quality. To replace ‘internal validity' they
propose credibility. Dafined as the match between respondents' constructed realities
and their representation by researchers, this seems equivalent to the inter-subjective

understanding sought in validation hermeneutics. These authors recommended

member checking, negative case analysis, peer debriefing, prolonged engagement

and persistent observation as means of improving credibility.

Guba and Lincoln's (1989:241) parallel to external validity is transferability or the
applicability of findings to a new context. This is considered a matter of judgement
of the degree and likely consequences of similarities and differenccs betvveen the two
contexts. Responsibility for transfer lies with those wishing to apply the findings in
new settings rather than the initial researcher. However, this can be facilitated by

detailed descriptions of the initial setting.




Reliability is paralleled by dependability and this refers to the stability of the
findings over time (Guba and Lincoln, 1989:242). Reliability in the positivist sense
involves the repeatability of the research. LeCompte and Goetz (1982) see this in
terms of whether other researchers would reach the same conclusions and whether,
given the constructs formulated, other researchers could match them to data. Guba
and Lincoln (1989:242) refer to this as confirmability which they see as the parallel
of objectivity. Clear definitions and records on the research process should increase

both dependability and confirmability.

To this point, a realist-coherentist understanding of research in the social sciences
has been developed as a basis for the conduct of this study. It is also necessary to
provide details of the specific procedures employed. This is one aspect of
demonstrating research quality. Nevertheless, overall quality is considered to
transcend methodological considerations to encompass the value of the study, the
appropriateness of the conceptual framework and the explanatory power and

coherence of the interpretation generated.

Central to the methodology is the concept of transforming knowledge through the
guiding, focussing and enabling qualities of prior knowledge, the transformatory

potential of valid and comprehensive evidence, the creative interpretations of the

researcher and procedures to enhance quality. Development of the inquiry process

was a creative, problem solving process requiring deliberation apd judgement to link
the problem at hand to existing theory, to the effectiveness and appropriateness of
possible methods and to consideration of the limitations inherent in all potential
methods. The inquiry aimed to benefit from the acknowledged best piactice of
established research traditions. Nevertheless, the feasibility of different approaches
within the constraints of the project was an unavoidable influence on the procedures

adopted.

3.8 The inquiry

It is important to recognise that the research reported in this thesis was conducted
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during a period of rapid change and innovation with respect to open learning in
Australia. The original intention was to centre the study on the Television Open
Learning Project and early plans were made with this in mind. However, prior to the
planned phase of data collection, the TVOLP was dissolved and replaced by the OLI.
This necessitated renego.iating and transferring the study to the new initiative. The
OLI ushered in an expanded and more permanent, but less discrete and less stable,
phenomenon for study because of its ongoing development. The research focusses on
the OLI as it was during the inaugural study period of 1993 from March 8 to June 25.
This constituted the major phase of data collection. The inquiry continued to monitor
policy changes at system and national level to the time of submission of the thesis.

However, the report is primarily reflective of that early phase.

The overall design of the study has been established in the conceptual framework in
Chapter 2. Element 2 of the framework concerns the methodology of the study and
this needs to be elaborated. The methodology involves interpretation of evidence
from three sources (namely, the three curriculum conceptions of open learning)
within its socio-historic context. The context thus serves as a fourth source of
evidence. For the overall interpretation, the methods of depth hermeneutics were
employed. These, as previously mentioned, require an understanding of open
learning which transcends the participants' point of view through social and
historicai analysis and interpretation (Bartlett, 1991; Thompson, 1984:135,137). The
aim is to produce interpretations which are maximally good and historically and

contextually insightful (Bartlett, 1991).

Bartlett (1991) suggested that the first step is to reclaim the meanings of actions,
practices and text through inter-subjective understanding of actors' perspectives. The
process then moves to reconstructing and explaining the structural conditions and
historical residues retained in codes of practice. Important aspects of social analysis
include identifying the contexts of individual action, the institutional frameworks of
power and resources, and broader, structural relations (Thompson, 1984:133-9).
Developing a coherent, maximally good explanation entails a tacking between the

meaning of the whole and its parts (Bartlett, 1991): The anthropological-relativist
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tradition to curriculum within which the study is set is consistent with the
interpretive methods of depth hermeneutics and with standards of coherence as it
focusses on explanation in terms of causally significant aspects of contemporary and

historical contexts.

In Dilthey's view, the purpose of hermeneutics is to unite the past with the present
through a process of reconstruction (Odman, 1985:2164). This is a process of
mediation which is potentially endless and has no single, correct outcome {Gadamer,
1976:39).

As an aid to cognitive processing, creativity and keeping an open mind, throughout
the inquiry, a file of memos on potentially useful information and ideas, developing
insights and anomalies was kept. This strategy not only assisted memory and formed
a record of developing ideas, but was also a deliberate attempt to prime the
subconscious to search for alternatives and seek the best overall interpretation, a

strategy called incubation (Torrance and Rockenstein, 1988:285).

The methods used to generate the three curriculum conceptions of open learning, on
which the overall interpretation is based, also require elaboration. The framework for
analysis specifies studying open learning as social theory, as intended curriculum
and as perceived student experierce. As these involve essentially different tvpes of
data from di~tinctly different sources, methods appropriate to each were formulated

as follows.

Information on the theory of open learning was available primarily from published,
documentary sources in the social scientific literature and in material on open
learning programs produced by management and government. Analysis of this

material entailed content analysis and review to generate the theoretical perspective.

The intended curriculum of the OLI was largely a matter of the policy decisions of

the Initiative's designers which established the curriculum structures and policies

within which the program would operate. This included broad policy such as funding

88

106




levels and modes of delivery determined at government level as well as decisions
setting the finer detail of the curriculum taken by those responsible for implementing

the program.

The primary source of evidence on the curriculum intended fi. the OLI was
documentary evidence located in official documents, publications on and from the
program and scientific discourse. This was supported by personal communications
with course providers and administrators involved with the Initiative. In this respect,
key informants were utilised for two main reasons. A major consideration was that
the total number of people involved in curriculum development in the Initiative was
too large for comprehensive coverage to be a feasible proposition. There were, at that
stage, twenty one single and double units on offer through the program from five
different universities. All of these participating universities, as well as OLA as
broker, contributed to curriculum formation, initially through interim committees
and, later, through the Academic Programs Board. The second reason for using key
informant interviews was that they are recognised as a productive and efficient
means of collecting qualitative data of high quality (Patton, 1987:95). Since much of
the data existed in documentary form, these interviews served a supplementary rather

than primary role in illuminating the intended curriculum.

A variety of interview settings was used with key informants. These included group
discussions, seminars organised specifically for the study, and interviews conducted
on a one-to-one basis. A wide variety of modes of communication was employed as
the need arose and these included face-to-face conversations as well as
communications by telephone, post, facsimile and electronic mail. In all, twenty
eight people concerned with curriculum development and implementation in the

Initiative, as well as a number of observers, contributed to the research. Individual

contributions have been acknowledged, as appropriate. Conversations with key

informants were recorded with hand written notes which, although less accurate than

tape recordings, were considered less threatening and more conducive to eliciting

full and open responses.




Early contact with organisers of the TVOLP to negotiate access to a sample of
students proved most valuable both as a source of documentary evidence and in
facilitating contacts with other key informants. While contact with a few key people
was maintained over an extended period of time, a field trip to Melbourne, Geelong
and Sydney in the week of May 24-28, 1993 served as an intensive period of data
collection from program implementors. During this field trip, staff of OLA, Monash

and Deakin Universities, the ABC and the evaluators of the TVOLP were contacted.

Discussions with these informants centred on the intended curriculum but also
canvassed data relevant to the social analysis of the program. Informants contributed
their personal understandings of open learning and the impact of the OLIL its
implications and reasons for being as well as opinion on the openness manifest in
and through the program. The study's interest in curriculum intentions did not extend
to specific learning objectives internal to the units on offer but was confined to
system level curriculum intentions. Nevertheless, some understanding of the nature
of specific units was gained through conversation, by viewing some of the television
broadcasts in all units and through examination of the course materials used for six
of the seven TVOLP units (statistics excepted) run the preceding year. These had

been collected for the DEET-funded evaluation of that project.

As a means of validating the detail and interpretation of the intended curriculum
generated by the study, a draft of Chapter 5 was negotiated with Richard Johnson, a
consultant on open learning in Australia. Informants were also invited to confirm
details attributed to them from personal interviews and a list of these personal
sources is provided in Appendix A. Personal communications from public forums
were not negotiated in this way as they were not considered to be private

communications.

Evidence concerning learners' experiences was collected with the voluntary

assistance of a sample of 44 students registered'® with OLA in its first study period.

The sample was selected in a purposive manner from responses to an initial,

demographic survey which was circulated with the cooperation of OLA in
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conjunction with their mail-out of confirmation of registration. As student

confidentiality precluded access to registration information, the voluntary responses

to this letter (reproduced in Appendix B) served as the basis for drawing the sample.

The criteria for sample selection were designed for coherence and efficiency of data
B . collection. They were determined on the basis of prior knowledge of open learning,

in general, and the intentions of the Initiative so that demographic groups of
_ particular relevance to the study could be included. As access and equity had been
— included amongst intentions for the TVOLP (see page 145) and was Labor Party
— policy, the sampling was designed to include students from groups previously
identified as under-represented in Australian higher education. The demographic
groups of concern were identified in A fair chance for all: Higher education that's
within everyone's reach (DEET, 1990a:10) as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
(ATSI) people, people with disabilities, people from socio-economically
disadvantaged backgrounds, women particularly in postgraduate research and in non-
traditional areas of study, people from non-English-speaking backgrounds (NESB)

and people from rural and isolated areas.

Similarly, because of interest in the potential of Open Learning to cater to unmet
demand for university places from school leavers and mature-age students
(Television Open Learning Project Consortium [TVOLP Consortium], 1992:2), these
demographic groups were also purposively targeted. A spread of students across
- units from the various participating universities was also secured. Furthermore, as
meeting learners' needs is an existing conception of open learning (e.g. Australian
House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education and

—-‘-": Training [SCEET], 1989), the sample also included learners with a wide range of
educational backgrounds as this would increase the likelihood of sampling learners

with different learning needs.

The decision to sample purposively rather than on a ran}om basis was taken as, in a
.'g sample of this size, the latter method could easily fail to include students from

infrequently occurring demographic groups. Students under nineteen years of age,
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for example, had comprised between 1% and 7% of learners studying units through
the TVOLP the previous study period (Keepes et al., 1992) while the total number of
Aboriginal participants in Australian higher education in 1991 was just under 5,000
(DEET, 1992a:1). Although particular demographic categories were selected for the
sample, care was taken not to stereotype individuals on this basis. The evidence
provided by each student was treated at face value. The intention behind the
sampling criteria was to secure a sample containing a wide and topical diversity

relevant to the study.

Students were assigned to the demographic categories of gender, disability, non-
English- speaking background and Aboriginality or Torres Strait Islander status, on
the basis of their own perceptions of their status in regard to these categornies. The
method of self-declaration was considered more likely to reflect characteristics of
personal significance to learners than a researcher-defined classification based on
pre-determined criteria. Self-declaration, together with supporting evidence, is
accepted by the Department of Employment, Education and Training and used by
higher education institutions with respect to Aboriginality (DEET, 1992a:1). For the
purposes of the study, a background which was non-English-speaking was not

differentiated from one in which English was a second language.

Classification of geographical location was undertaken using a combination of
student perceptions (without distinction between rural and remote) and résearcher
assigned categorisation. For this latter purpose, the Commonwealth Department of
Primary Industries and Energy classification of regions (Arundell, 1991, Appendix
E) was used to classify students as either urban, rural or remote on the basis of their
local government area. Although developed from 1986 Census data, this
classification was the most recent available at the time. Urban and rural respendents

whose perceptions matched the official categorisation of their area were selected.

Remoteness was researcher assigned. Rurality and remoteness do not necessarily

reflect a students relative isolation from a university campus. For this reason,
students were also selected on the basis of responses to whether they lived within

easy reach of a university.




With respect to socio-economic status, as this is both a compiex (Australian Bureau
of Statistics, 1990:1) and sensitive statistic, no attempt was made to categorise
individual respondents in this regard. As an alternative, respondents were selected
from areas with varying socio-economic rankings on the basis of their postcodes and
the Index of Socio-economic Disadvantage prepared by the Australian Bureau of
Statistics. This criterion played only a minor role in sample selection. As the index
reflects the statistical aggregate for each area, no assumptions as to individuals'
socio-economic status were made. On the matter of age, as there was no commonly
accepted definition of recent schooi leaver or mature-age student (DEET, 1990b:1),
this study chose to regard learners who had completed their schooling in the last two

years as school leavers.

The letter which was circulated to 925 students, or approximately one quarter of
those registered at the time, served to negotiate consent, guarantee anonymity and
obtain contact information as well as elicit responses as a basis for sample selection.
The distribution of these ietters was not within the researcher's direct control but at
the discretion of OLA staff who, nevertheless, attempted a wide distribution while
causing minimal disruption to the mailing process. Staff reported that letters were
spread across successive mailing days during which registrations were processed on
a first come, first served basis. The large number of invitations to participate in
relation to the size of final, interview sample was a precaution against a low response
rate and also designed to increase the likelihood that learners belonging to rare

demographic groups could be included.

As things eventuated, the response rate to the letter inviting participation was 60%
with 58% of these indicating a willingness to participate. This was adequate for the
needs of the study and could even be considered high given the nature of the request
being made. Follow-up procedures were not employed to stimulate a greater return
of demographic information as the survey was essentially for sampling purposes.

Respondents were located for all demographic categories designed for the sample

although there was just one Aboriginal student. A number of cases of special interest

to the study became apparent from these returns and these were also included in the
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sample. For example, one respondent was a prisoner, another had studied with the

UKOU, others were continuing their studies from the TVOLP.

A demographic profile of the population of respondents to the invitation to
participate was prepared using the statistical package, SPSS, and is available in
Appendix C. This also records the demographic characteristics of the interviewed
sample which, it should be recalled, was not designed to be statistically
representative. No attempt was made to correlate the findings of the study with this
demographic data because such an analysis was considered of limited benefit to the
central task of understanding the meaning of open learning. The profile provides
extensive, survey information to assist those who may wish to consider different

aspects of this study or consider its implications for other settings"’.

The interviewed sample of 44 students provided data on learners' experiences as
curriculum decision-makers in the Initiative. This was collected in a longitudinal,

telephone interview approach in which each student was contacted three, and in

some cases four or five'?, times™. As it was not possible to interview the prisoner by

telephone, communication with this participant was undertaken by mail which

proved to be far less informative.

Themes pertinent to the study were identified prior to the interviews and served as
interview guides. These are reproduced in Appendix D. Interviews proceeded in an
unstructured manner which allowed the conversation to flow from previous
discussion without following a predetermined order or wording. Interviews were
focussed by the prepared guides but these did not operate as standardised, interview
schedules. The guides listed the themes to be explored, placed the data objectives of
the researcher in clear focus and suggested useful words and phrases (see Patton,
1987:111). Respondents were encouraged to answer in their own terms and the
researcher attempted to incorporate this style in subsequent questions. Participants'
open responses were explored and clarified but categories of response were not

predetermined.




In this way, the study attempted to strike a balance between the need for particular
kinds of information and the need to understand learners' experiences from their own
points of view (see Spradley, 1979:34). Because pre-conceptualised themes informed
the line of questioning but did not pre-determine categories of response the technique

is best characterised as a typographical analysis (see Goetz and LeCompte, 1983).

Conceptualisations developed from prior theory informed the interview themes in

ways suggested by the conceptual framework and methodological assumptions.
Thus, interviews focussed on learners' experiences as curriculum decision-makers
and the suitability of the program for learners' needs. Students were regarded as
rational agents whose intentional decisions and actions were informed by their
personal knowledge of causally influential social structures and mechanisms. Access
to learners' decision-making was available through retrospective accounts of
curriculum decisions already taken and through discussion on future intentions

regarding forthcoming decisions.

It is recognised that retrospective attributions (that is, reasons given after the event)
may not be identical with real causes because of incomplete disclosure, outright
dishonesty, the application of personal theories to explain behaviour, or the
limitations of cognition about one's own decision processes, particularly over a
passage of time (Nisbett and Wilson, 1977). Nevertheless, this source was the most
feasible means of illuminating these decisions in the context of the study. Access to
learners, prior to their deciding to study through OLA was not possible. On the other
hand, participant observation during the study period would have necessitated
limiting the size, scope and geographical distribution of the sample while still relying

primarily on learners' accounts.

The initial round of interviews was conducted during weeks twe and three of the
study period after two pilot interviews to test and review the interview procedure and
themes. The small window between the time of the mail-out and the start of the study
period, precluded contact at an earlier time. As it was, responses were still being

received as interviews proceeded.




The sample was selected by preparing lists suitable for each category and then
proceediag with the interviews. Rather than persisting in attempting to contact &
particular respondent, if one respondent could not be contacted, the next was selected
and so on. This was done so that all interviewees could be contacted at
approximately the same stage in the program. Late responses to the letter were
scanned to boost unfilled demographic categories and were included in the overall
profile of students but were not available for the initial selection which was made
from 278 responses. Many students had yet to receive their study materials at this
stage so their thinking remained relatively unaffected by such contact. Once
contacted, interviewees were retained in the sample for the second ard third phases
of data collection. This provided a longitudinal perspective to learners' experiences

and allowed prolonged contact to build rapport and confirm aspects of the data.

Initial interviews concentrated on learners' reasons for studying, their reasons for
choosing to study through the OLI, their expectations of the program and their
academic intentions. The second round of interviews, which was conducted in the
concluding weeks of the thirteen week program, focussed on ongoing experiences
and study decisions. In the final interview phase, learners again reported their
ongoing experiences and were asked about their future study plans. They were also
asked to reflect on the suitability and openness of the program in their experience.

This final phase was initiated a month after the scheduled examination period to

allow feedback from the assessment to be incorporated into the decision-making

process. However, because of delays in receiving feedback, repeated calls were

necessary In some cases.

Interviews were recorded with permission, transcribed and subsequently analysed
with the assistance of the Nudist computer program. The program served primarily
as a data management system facilitating the collation and retrieval of information on
particular topics for further analysis. All student interview data was entered into the
program and, using the line of text as the unit of retrieval, codes were assigned to
passages of text to describe, exemplify and tag aspects of the data. The assigned

codes were then further considered and either combined or sub-categorised in order
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to generate analytical concepts. The concepts derived through this process describe

learners' curriculum decision-making in the Initiative. They are presen’zd in the text,

figures and tables of Chapter 6.

Data analysis proceeded by the use of initial typologies (e.g. Goetz and LeCompte,
1983) derived from the interview themes and from the conceptual framework. This
was followed by categorisation reflecting recurrent themes in the data (Miles and
Huberman, 1984:68). These categories were both indigenous (that is, derived from
the words of participants) and analyst constructed (e.g. Patton, 1987:151). However,
as students had little opportunity for interaction with each other, there appeared to be

little culture indigenous to the students as a social grouping.

The data analysis, thus, involved a combination of inductive and deductive
techniques for, while interview themes and initial data categorisation were derived
from prior conceptualisations, deeper response categories were generated
inductively. This strategy helped conserve research resources while facilitating
development of the student perspective (e.g. Goetz and LeCompte, 1983; Miles and
Huberman, 1984:27-8). The bias inherent in the use of deductively derived
typologies is acknowledged, however, their use is justified because of their focussing
potential and contribution to coherence. Where prior theory exists, this method is

particularly useful (Strauss, 1987:27).

The data and categorisation scheme have both been preserved and categories
significant to the arguement are encompassed within the tables of Chapter 6. A
coding reliability index was not determined as the categorisation process served
primarily for data management and as an aid to interpretation rather than as an end in
itself. While coding reliability is sometimes used as an indicator of the
trustworthiness of phenomenographic research, the logic of the inquiry, the
appropriateness, effectiveness and comprehensiveness of the methods and theory
employed, and the coherence of the final interpretation are also significant in

considering overall quality.




The outcomes of this research process are reported in the remainder of the thesis and

used as a springboard for interpreting open learning as a curriculum phenomenon.

3.9 Summary and conclusions

Three alternative philosophies for the conduct of social science research have been
considered. Having discussed the naive realist philosophy of positivist science,
relativist ontologies and pragmatism, the case for a modernised, realist-coherentist

philosophy of social science was presented.

While knowledge, in this view, is considered to be a subjective, social construction,
lacking infallible foundations, it is nevertheless considered to relate to real referents.
This assumption allows that knowledge may be in error and that not all meaning
constructions are equally valid. For realists, the task of science is to generate and

assess explanatory models of the natural manner of acting of real entities.

Social structures and phenomena demonstrate their real character through their
ability to produce effects, their pre-existence of individuals, their semi-enduring
nature "nd their resilience to individual human wishes. The causes of social effects
reside in human actions, intentions and reasons, in the unintended consequences of

this action and in influential, contextual circumstances.

Thus, explanation in social science requires investigation of these causes through

analysis of the verbal accounts of actors to gain an understanding of the participants'

points of view. It also requires analysis of social conditions and historical
antecedents to generate a level of understanding exceeding the knowledge of
participants. Both of these require hermeneutic methods. Since meaning derives, at
least in part, from prior conceptions, knowledge can never be created free of the bias
of prior theory or discovered from observation alone. It can only ever be
transformed. Prior theory has both an enabling and constraining influence on

knowledge growth.




W

Whereas the physical world is impervious to our knowledge of it, the social world is
potentially respossive to knowledge constructions of it. This makes social science an
inherently critical and political enterprise. The OLI, being a political project, is in

need of critical scrutiny precisely because of its transformatory potential.

While unassailable foundations for knowledge do not exist, the quality and
trustworthiness of research are still matters of concern. In relativist philosophies,
knowledge growth is a matter of consensus which leaves no logical grounds for
theory assessment apart from negotiation. In this view, alternative conceptions are
seen as incommensurable. Realist-coherentism, on the other hand, entails a unitary
conception of knowledge in which paradigm theory is rejected as incoherent. In
realist-coherentism, the relative worth of alternative knowledge claims is considered
to be a matter, not only of empirical and technical adequacy, but alsc of supra-
empirical virtues such as consistency with the total web of belief, comprehensiveness

and explanatory power.

On the basis of these assumptions, this study seeks an understanding of open
learning in the actions, intentions and plans of people, in social structures, contextual
circumstances and their combined effects. The overall method is one of depth
hermeneutics. This involves appreciation of participants' points of view from their
verbal accounts and synthesis of evidence across three primary areas of investigation
within a socio-historic perspective. The study generates evidence in the form of
curriculum conceptions of open learning as social theory, intended curriculum and
student experience. Analysis of the congruence between these conceptions is coupled

with social and historical analysis to generate new meaning for open learning.

The methodology includes methods and techniques appropriate to each step. Theory
on open learning is contained in documentary sources and examined through content
analysis and review. The intended curriculum is also investigated primarily through
analysis of documentary sources but this is supplemented by interview data from key

informants who were people involved in implementing the OLL
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Data on learners' experiences as curriculum decision-makers derives from a
longitudinal, telephone interview methodology with a purposive sample of voluntary
participants. Forty-four learners studying through OLA were each interviewed at
least three times except for one student who did not wish to continue after the first
interview. The sample was designed with some prior knowledge of both the
intentions of the Initiative and open learning theory in mind. It included learners
from demographic groups under-represented in Australian higher education, learners
with a range of educational backgrounds, learners isolated by geography and
disability, and learners targeted by policy makers. Qualitative data from student
interviews was analysed with the assistance of the NUDIST computer analysis
program. Categorisation proceeded both deductively and inductively to facilitate
research efficiency and achieve a balance between prior knowledge and empirical

observation.

The research process sought to meet coherence criteria for validity and employed the
principles of best practice recommended for qualitative research within the
feasibility limits of the study. In conjunction with an appreciation of context, the
evidence of theory, intended curriculum and student experience as revealed by these

methods and assumptions informs the study's interpretation of open learning.

Endnotes

1. 'Paradigm' derives from the Greek, paradeigma, meaning a model or exemplar
against which alternatives can be judged. Modern usage has been attributed to Kuhn
(Barrow and Milburn, 1986:175).

2. The term, naturalistic, is used in this context as a contrast to positivism (e.g.
Lincoln and Guba, 1985). As the same word also refers to th~ use of the methods of
natural science in social research, it has two o