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Abstract

This thesis is an arts-based narrative inquiry into an arts curriculum in one of the thirty
Junior Cycle School Programme (JCSP) Library Project school libraries. Inquiring into the
library’s creative writing and visual arts initiative and into its senior writing club, it seeks to
make visible how participants engaged together in these activities. The research also
explores whether engagement in library-based activities might help students to develop
the Junior Cycle key skills of Being literate, Being creative, Staying well and Communicating.
In addition, the thesis highlights the fact that this library is one of fifty such school libraries

promised to schools in designated disadvantaged schools.

Situating it in a critical theory framework, throughout the research | drew on the writing of
critical theorists such as Freire, Giroux and hooks among others. In doing so, | brought

forward Biesta’s question (2013: 2): “‘What do we want education for?’ (Italics in original.)

Clandinin (2007) reminds us that narrative inquiry requires us to be attentive to social,
cultural and familial stories — our own and those of our participants. Thus | employed
autoethnographic footholds throughout the research to reveal the roots of my social justice
and political leanings and to story my development as a narrative inquirer. Four cameos
and an intermezzo — stops on the landscape (Applebaum, 1995) - are woven into the thesis
as windows into my thinking and to illustrate the impact the research has had on me.
Drawing on Pelias, Spry and Pineau among others helped me to realise the possibility and
power of incorporating performativity into research.

The thesis is divided into five landscapes which document different stages in the research
process as | world-travel (Lugones, 1987) to the academy and the research field. Situated
within the landscapes are conversational spaces with my participants. As students discuss
their experiences of the arts-based library curriculum they illustrate a pedagogy that is ‘a
political and moral practice that provides the knowledge, skills, and social relations that
enable students to explore the possibilities of what it means to be critical citizens while
expanding and deepening their participation in the promise of a substantive democracy’

Giroux (2005: 155).
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In the thesis | discuss international and Irish research into libraries. However, in contrast to
a range of international research that points to the benefits of school libraries, there is
currently a dearth of such research in Ireland. In the light of the absence of reference to
school libraries in recent Department of Education policy documents. | hope that this thesis
may help to ameliorate this situation. By doing so and by asking why the fifty JCSP libraries
promised under DEIS have not yet been delivered, it may open up spaces for ‘stories for

otherwise’ (Caine et al. 2022: 140).
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Stalking with World-stories

An Arts Based Narrative Inquiry into an arts curriculum in a school library in the
Junior Cycle School Programme (JCSP) Library Project
How can you be nervous? Don't you see? We're in a library.”

— Eilis O'Neal, The False Princess

Landscape 1: A Pilgrim Maps a Research Journey

1.1 Introduction

This thesis is an arts-based narrative inquiry into one of the Junior Cycle School Programme
(JCSP) Library Project school libraries. Inquiring into the library’s creative writing and visual
arts initiative and into its senior writing club, it seeks to make visible how participants
engaged together in these activities. | also wished to explore whether engagement in
library-based activities might help students to develop the Junior Cycle key skills of Being

literate, Being creative, Staying well and Communicating.

Carrying out this inquiry brought me on an autoethnographic journey of self-discovery as a
pilgrim which | chart in the thesis from my initial reflections on my narrative beginnings to
my movements along the research journey. Pilgrim is defined as:

one who journeys in foreign lands
one who travels to a shrine or holy place as a devotee

and | use the word in this thesis to create a sense of how | became a narrative inquirer.

1.2 Setting the scene

This chapter presents an outline of the JCSP Library Project and why | wished to research it.
It provides some insight into my journey as an emerging narrative inquirer attempting to

find footholds on the research path. It describes why | chose a narrative inquiry approach,

! Merriam Webster Dictionary



drawing on my understanding of the case study methodology to focus on one research site.
In this chapter | outline my emergent theoretical framework and how and why |

incorporate autobiographical elements into the thesis.

As the dissertation traces my journeying, | have chosen to set it in landscapes to evoke a
sense of movement along the learning path as | engage with epistemological and
ontological questions and eventually find footholds in the world of narrative inquiry. Thus
each chapter will bear the title of landscapes and | will return to this metaphor frequently
in the dissertation, considering as | do that research is life as it is lived on the landscape
(Phillion, 2002). I also draw on Lugones’s (1987) concept of world-travelling in an effort to
capture a sense of my movements on the inquiry landscape, as | come to understand more
about research theories and methodologies, and to draw together threads of my writing,
composed in different physical and theoretical landscapes over time. | elaborate on the

landscapes and the metaphor of world-travelling in sections 1.3.2 and 1.3.3 respectively.

The following sections place the research in context, as | discuss the rationale for my choice
of theoretical framework and methodological approach. | then outline how the thesis is

presented before moving into a discussion of the research itself.

1.2.1 Critical theory as research framework

As a beneficiary of an education that was either free or grant-aided at the point of access, |
have, nonetheless, been aware for many years of those who struggled to participate fully in
the system. Perhaps they were caught up in generational poverty — a poverty that the
education system had not been able to resolve — or the tensions between an education
system designed ‘for all’ and familial, cultural lives and expectations. During my career |
became increasingly aware of such tensions as | worked in, and with, schools that cared
deeply about education and the families and communities they served. As a young teacher
working in a centre for juvenile offenders, | began to wonder about the true purpose of
education and for whom it was designed. Questions such as these remained with me
during the decades that followed, decades that brought improvements in the lives of many,
but where many were further impoverished or disenfranchised. In trying to answer such

guestions | have often been drawn to the writing of critical theorists such as Freire, Giroux



and hooks among others and perhaps it is not surprising then that | have used critical
theory as a framework for my inquiry.

| have witnessed many developments in education over the years, yet Freire’s (2005)
description of the banking model of education in which students receive, file, memorise
and repeat information deposited by those considered knowledgeable, resonates still
today. Despite welcome changes brought about in the Irish education system by
developments such as the Junior Cycle, there is still a strong focus on assessment which
rewards what may be described as rote or formulaic learning. Schools must prepare
students to engage in competition with each other in a race for points and are placed by

some in the media in league tables based on the numbers of students who enter university.

Perhaps there is little surprise here. Biesta (2013) suggests that policy makers, politicians,
the media, the public and international development organisations such as the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) want education to be
predictable and risk-free at all levels. Looking at the close attention paid to the results of
the influential OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) scores and
national rankings, | can understand his point of view. | do not suggest that testing does not
have at least some value, but | find myself wondering about the aspects of education that
cannot be measured by testing. How, for instance, can we test the learning that takes place
within the JCSP Library Project? Later in the thesis | discuss in greater detail the type of
learning that takes place in the library. Here, students engage with an arts-based
curriculum and learn to debate what it means to be a writer, an artist, to discuss questions
of morality. Their learning in this space is illustrated in many ways including creative
writing, visual art and performance. It does not conform to any specific curriculum with its

learning outcomes and cannot, | believe, be measured by tests.

Of course certain areas such as literacy development can be - and are - tested in the
libraries through the use of standardised reading tests. Schools employ a range of tests
approved by the Department of Education and Skills (DES) in order to track attainment.
They also engage in international assessments such as PISA, the results of which are
employed by policy makers to inform education practices and targets. Further, Gilleece et

al.2 (ERC, 2020) in an analysis of PISA 2018 suggested that data from PISA could be

2 Reading, mathematics and science achievement in DEIS schools: Evidence from PISA 2018 (ERC,
2020)
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supplemented with data from national standardised assessments at post-primary level. In a
follow-up report, Nelis et al.® (ERC, 2021) examine differences in the home backgrounds of
students in DEIS and non-DEIS schools and consider broader student outcomes such as
wellbeing. The authors (ibid: v) note that ‘while achievement in reading, mathematics and
science represent important outcomes of schooling, they offer a partial view of the

purposes and outcomes of education.’

| also ask how we write learning outcomes for a creative writing project or assess
achievement in an arts-based curriculum. Indeed, if ‘[a]ny educational practice based on
standardisation, on what is laid down in advance, on routines in which everything is
predetermined, is bureaucratising and anti-democratic’ (Freire and Faundez 1989: 41)
should we even attempt to do so? | have been guided by questions and tensions such as

these throughout my research project.

If, as Giroux (2016: 58) suggests, in ‘a culture drowning in a new love affair with empiricism,
that which is not measured withers’, where might this leave learning spaces such as the
libraries, intentionally different in design and curriculum from the rest of the school in
which they are situated? Each library is determinedly not a classroom, its physical and
relational structures setting it apart, even while being central to what happens in the
school. In this thesis | inquire into these differences inherent in the Library Project and how
they influence the development of the Junior Cycle Key Skills of Being literate, Being
creative, Staying well and Communicating. In doing so, | carry with me Biesta’s question

(2013: 2): ‘What do we want education for?’ (ltalics in original.)

Thus, to help me inquire into, and write about, such questions | have turned to narrative
inquiry set in a critical theory framework. | will now discuss why | chose a narrative inquiry

approach before moving on to explain how the thesis is presented.

1.2.2 Why a narrative inquiry approach?

Narrative inquiry, with its focus on people’s lived experience and relational ethics, seems

an apt process of inquiry into storied lives. In undertaking the inquiry | consider my

3 Beyond Achievement: Home, school and wellbeing findings from PISA 2018 for students in DEIS
and non-DEIS schools (ERC, 2021)
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justification for the research — personal, practical and theoretical/social. Russell and Kelly
(2002, in Watt, 2007) state that good research questions arise from our values, passions,
and preoccupations. | look back and consider the winding path that is my life and career
and how that has brought me to this point.

Familiar with the JCSP Library Project and having worked closely with Senior Project
Librarian, Kathleen Moran for several years, | knew of the Project’s commitment to the
schools and communities they served. | was also aware of the importance the Project
places on providing its students with access to cultural experiences and events. Meeting
students and librarians at some of these events | noted the warmth of the relationships
between them, the easy respectful conversations they engaged in together. Becoming
increasingly interested in student experiences in the Library Project, | wondered how |
might capture some of the stories they were telling. As a teacher myself, and having
previously carried out some research with my own students, | was conscious of the need to

gain trust in order to listen carefully to student voices.

Thus | was drawn to Clandinin and Connelly who remind us that narrative inquiry is
grounded in relationships that ‘offer both researcher and participants a narrative space for
telling and retelling experiences they have lived, and are living’ (in Clandinin et al. 2011:
34). As | thought about being in library spaces with participants | read Pinnegar and Daynes
(2007: 15) and was struck by the emphasis they too placed on relationships, as they told us
that narrative inquirers ‘embrace a relational understanding of the roles and interactions of
the researcher and the researched’. Clandinin (2007) reminds us that narrative inquiry
requires us to be attentive to social, cultural and familial stories — our own and those of our
participants. It was beginning to become clearer to me that this methodology could help
me to listen to the stories of others and that it would fit with my critical theory framework,
focusing as it does on the need for both individual empowerment and social
transformation. And writing this thesis in a time of Covid, a time when global and social
inequalities have become increasingly obvious, | think of Denzin (2016: 8) who speaks of ‘a
historical present that cries out for emancipatory visions, for visions that inspire
transformative inquiries’. Mindful that relational ethics means we must attend to our social
responsibilities, | hope that my research may highlight some of the inequalities and
struggles | have witnessed. In doing so, it may help us to think about learning in school

libraries in alternative ways.



| found the words of Huber et al (2013) who suggest that narrative inquiry has the potential
to shape pedagogies and relationships — our stories to live by — resonating with me and my
belief in the commitment the Library Project has to its schools. And looking along the
landscape | find myself uplifted by Giroux’s (2004) belief in schools as venues of hope,

places where young people can be empowered.

I now discuss how | came to focus on one JCSP school library as the site of my inquiry. | will
begin by briefly giving some background information to the Project before describing how

the case study methodology informed my approach.

1.2.3 A case study of one JCSP library

The JCSP Library Project was launched in 2001 as part of the Early Literacy Initiative. The
Library Project stemmed from proposals from the National Co-ordinators of the JCSP,
Bernadette Kiely and Aideen Cassidy, along with the Director of the Curriculum Unit, Aidan
Clifford (Henefer, 2003). While it was initially planned that fifty such libraries would come
on stream in designated disadvantaged second level schools, currently only thirty have
been delivered. The libraries are staffed by qualified, professional librarians whose remit is
the improvement of literacy levels, the development of a whole-school reading culture and
the enhancement of learning experiences of students in their schools. Initially, | considered
basing my inquiry on all thirty libraries and employing a quantitative or mixed methods
approach. However, wishing to do justice to some of the afore-mentioned stories and
capture some of the richness of the arts-based programmes in the Library Project, | began
to consider narrowing my focus. Drawing on discussions in the academy | turned to the
literature on case-study methodologies. Reading Merriam (1998: 27) | was struck by her
description of a case as ‘a thing, a single entity, a unit around which there are boundaries’
and her suggestion that ‘l can “fence in” what | am going to study’. She also notes that a
qualitative case study is ‘an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a bounded
phenomenon such as a program, an institution, a person, a process, or a social unit’ (ibid:
xiii). For me, this resonated with Stake’s (1995: xi) description of a qualitative case study as
a ‘study of the particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its
activity within important circumstances’ (p. xi). | wished, after all, to write about one

particular programme — the Junior Cycle School Programme —and, in particular, one part



of that programme — its Library Project. It was becoming clearer to me that focusing on one

school library — one entity — would allow me to study it in greater depth.

Stewart (2014) notes that case study can be used in conjunction with other methods.
Further, Parker-Jenkins (2016) asserts that detailed, in-depth descriptions are common to
both ethnography and case study. Thus drawing on my exploration of the case study
approach helped me to understand how focusing on one research site could help me to
provide rich descriptive detail to illuminate some of the practices of the Library Project,
using narrative inquiry as my methodology.

To borrow the language of case study then, my unit of analysis is one library, part of the
JCSP Library Project, situated in a designated disadvantaged school and is bounded by
participants’ engagement in the arts programmes that have evolved there. As a DEIS school
working from within the system, the school seeks to ameliorate disadvantage by setting
targets in areas including literacy, numeracy, attainment and partnership with parents and
others. My reasons for selecting this particular library were two-fold. Through my work as
JCSP advisor while on secondment to the Department of Education, | was aware of the
interesting arts-based programme that had been run here for several years. Additionally, |
was acquainted with the librarian and principal who keenly supported it. Their belief in the
power of libraries to promote student engagement suggested to me that that it could be
possible to gain access and that inquiring into this library would help me to answer my
research questions. | draw on these threads later when | discuss the arts-programme and
my own links to the JCSP Library Project in more detail in sections 2.4.1 and 1.5.6

respectively.

The participants of the study are the librarian, a group of students (past and present), two
arts facilitators, the Senior JCSP Project Librarian, the principal of the school and one
teacher. The librarian contributes to DEIS planning in a range of areas through, for example,
the promotion of reading, the provision of resources for students and teachers and the
implementation of initiatives designed to promote access to and engagement in cultural

events.

Stake (1995: 136) noted that ‘[Flinishing a case study is the consummation of a work of art.’
Considering these words, | felt that perhaps this was one more reason that being informed

by a case study approach might enhance this arts-based narrative inquiry.



As | began to think more about how | might enter this research field, how | might work with
these participants, | thought of Caine et al (2013: 576) who speak of ‘entering the practice
and artistry of lives lived’. And | resolved to try to capture something of the shimmer of
story-telling lives in this library. Aware that I, too, am in the research, | used elements of an

autoethnographic approach which | elaborate on now.

1.2.4 Listening to stories: autoethnographic footholds

‘That story is working on you now. You keep thinking about it. That story is changing you
now, making you want to live right.” (Basso, 1996: 59)

| have already noted that the metaphor of a journey is carried throughout my work and
that | have set the thesis in landscapes, in part to reflect my movement — both figurative
and literal - alongside others in my inquiry and to reveal my own efforts to find footholds
on the path to becoming a narrative inquirer. | discuss this in some more detail now as |
think it is important to explain my reasons for choosing to set the thesis in a series of
landscapes, cameos and an intermezzo before | begin to discuss my research into the
Library Project.
As | sat in conversational groups with the participants in my inquiry and other research
students in college, | thought about how we share our stories of the world — some detailed
tellings, some just tiny fragments of a whole - with each other. | think about my journey
through the landscapes of my life, how | arrived in the landscape of the library and how as
my participants and | weave stories together we reveal parts of our story and ourselves to
each other, at times more and at others less. Some landscapes — perhaps like people - can
seem to reveal everything to the eye while some, undulating, shadowed, hide their
mysteries. | am mindful that we are not separate from the territory we are viewing (Silko,

1996).

| have always felt interested in stories that are visible but also hidden (Prosser, 2007) and
wanted to listen to the voices in the library. | knew that through the Library Project
students often found their voices in writing and working together. | wondered about the
stories they — and | — would tell and re-tell. Would they be stories of resistance — to the

educational, societal landscape?



Acknowledging that people also live their stories in ‘what they do not say. They live them in
attending to the words of others rather than their own words’ (Neumann, 1997: 107), |
knew that calling forth their stories was an ethical undertaking and that | must
acknowledge their right to exercise control over knowledge produced about them. As a
narrative inquirer | hoped to do this through co-composing texts and paying close attention
to what we are doing in relation to others (Arendt, 1958). Indeed, Clandinin et al (2018)
remind us of our obligations to engage in a relational ethics for narrative inquiry and |

return to this later in the thesis.

The concept of being wakeful to others helps me to link the image of landscapes to
Clandinin and Connelly’s (2006) three commonplaces of narrative inquiry - temporality,
sociality and place - and Lugones’s metaphor of world-travelling as | move back and forth
on the landscape of the library telling and listening to stories that may be worked on by
memory and time, learning not to be ‘an arrogant perceiver’ but adopt an attitude of
‘playfulness’ (Lugones, 1987) as | learn to see others in their world and be visible to them

(ibid).

The metaphor of landscapes is also used to depict my journey as emerging inquirer and
how | moved along this path sometimes stumbling, sometimes at a standstill seeking to find
footholds on the inquiry path. On my research path there are twists and turns as | try to
find my researcher-self, doubling back at times, walking along switchbacks, navigating the
world of research theories. Greene’s (1995: 1) words resonate as | feel that ‘l am forever on
... [my] way.’

Conscious that | am in the landscape, | use my own world-travelling in Ireland, the Middle
East and Europe to help me tell my story past, present and future, a type of pilgrim’s
progress. Landscape 2 will discuss in greater depth some of my travails on this journey as |
crossed the borderlands between narrative inquiry and other traditions, at times straying
into one or other as | came to a greater understanding of what it means to be a narrative

inquirer.

My journey through the landscape and in the borderlands also evokes memories of the
borders near my childhood home, borders which restricted access, signified closure
(physical, yes, but sometimes of minds too). These were borders to smuggle goods and

ideas across, where cultures bumped up against each other, where words were left unsaid.



Perhaps listening to conversations puzzling about the purpose of borders and how to
traverse them lingered in me and inspired a curiosity about, and resistance to, them. The
dismantling of the infrastructure of the borders that brought with it an air of hope, an
openness to crossings, suggests to me the importance of world-travelling — to other people,
other ideas, other theoretical positions —and learning to live and love in the world.
Engaging in autobiographical narrative inquiry to frame a research puzzle is an important
aspect of narrative inquiry. We undertake this process to help make our contexts — social
and personal — evident (Clandinin, 2013). Indeed Sarris (1993) reminds us of the need to
understand ourselves in order to understand the other. Such autobiographical storying may
include memories from childhood such as those | have included in this chapter in Cameo 2.
Details such as these are brought forward not merely as simple tales but to help reveal

more about the positioning and context of the researcher.

I include four such autoethnographic cameos in this dissertation, in part to enter into the
story myself, but also to try to draw cultural, social and theoretical ideas together in a
composite whole, a type of tapestry perhaps. As autoethnographic stories also should be
artful (Bochner and Ellis, 2016) they fit well into the warp and weft of arts-based narrative
inquiry. | hope that they may be fit for purpose, resonating with the reader helping the

inquiry to achieve something akin to a ‘universal significance’ (ibid, 2016: 239).

In acknowledging the cultural landscape of the library with its focus on conversation,
writing and art among other representations, | have chosen to present some of my
research through performance. | discuss this briefly below and return to it later in the

thesis.

1.3 How the thesis is presented

In this section | will outline how | have constructed the thesis, using the metaphor of world-
travelling to move from one landscape to another as | learn how to engage in research as a
narrative inquirer. | begin by discussing how | draw threads of theory and research puzzles

together.
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1.3.1 Performing theory and stories

The move towards performative approaches and the power of performance will be
discussed in more depth in Landscape 2 but | pause here to reflect on how | came to be
drawn to such approaches. | did not realise at the beginning of the research that | would
learn to perform research in the academy. Denzin (2006: 300) speaks of performance as ‘a
radical critical pedagogy of hope’, perhaps helping us to engage in critiquing culture and
society. | had not yet begun to think about the different meanings of performativity and
performance. And | was certainly not aware that research could be expressed in this way.
As a drama teacher and having been a member of various drama groups over the years, |
enjoyed stepping on to the stage, into the light and shadows. However, when | came to the
academy | did not imagine that | would perform my research on the page through, for
instance, music and poetry or on a stage in Sligo® — even in the virtual world®. But as | began
to feel inscribed on me the stories my participants composed and read to each other, as |
joined them on the floor in visual arts workshops and as a world of other writers — Pelias,
Spry, Denzin among others - was opened up to me, | began to realise that an arts-based
narrative inquiry could story itself in imaginative ways. Indeed | came to realise that
‘performance is at once a method of discovery that is grounded in embodied participation
in an event or context, an event to be analysed, and a way to understand and generate

knowledge about the workings of cultures and positionings’ (Holman Jones, 2018: 7).

As | journeyed alongside the participants in my research | listened to their stories, told and
re-told, and thought about these words of Lewis (2011: 505):
‘Story is central to human understanding — it makes life liveable, because without a
story, there is no identity, no self, no other.’
Viewing theory as a kind of story and story as a mode of theorising and analysing (Bochner
and Ellis, 2016) | have woven theory and reflection together in an effort to depict my
journey as a narrative inquirer. The reflexive pieces composed during my journeying as
narrative inquirer — sometimes stumbling and at other times moving easily - are presented
in boxes and appear in different script and colour from the rest of the text as a means of
perhaps developing communication between me, the participants in the research and our

readers. | describe these as cameos, based on the following definition®:

4Irish Narrative Inquiry Conference 2018, Sligo
> Irish Narrative Inquiry Conference 2021, Online
& Merriam-Webster dictionary
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a gem carved in relief especially: a small piece of sculpture on a stone or shell cut in
relief in one layer with another contrasting layer serving as background

a small theatrical role usually performed by a well-known actor and often limited to
a single scene

It is my hope that they help to illuminate the layered stories that | present and re-present,
each delicately poised, holding on to each other, revealing more of the other as | walk
alongside my participants. The word ‘cameo’ also makes me think of how stories are
written and re-written over time, one upon the other, as time is inscribed on each of us.
They draw on what Hoffman (1994: 2) describes as ‘resonant remembering’ and they help
me to attend to events in my life and reveal how they affected me and positioned me in
the research field. The reference to cameo as a theatrical role in the second definition sits

well with the performative nature that is part of my storytelling as narrative inquirer.

Leavy (2015: 282) states that, ‘[r]eflexivity involves constantly examining your own position
in the research endeavour, including your assumptions, feelings and decisions.” These
pieces constitute an explicit evaluation of myself (Shaw, 2010) and acknowledge that | am
situated in the research and cannot fully escape my own subjectivity (ibid). The reflexive
pieces story my falling in love with narrative inquiry and my sometimes tumultuous love-
affair with it. As in many such affairs there have been moments when we almost left each
other. Each time however, the attraction was too strong to resist, and we are in love still,

stronger together perhaps than apart.

The reflexive pieces also allow me to keep ethical commitments to the fore by being part of
a conversation with myself where | ask questions about what | am doing, with whom and
how. They are part of the relational ethics we engage in with our communities as we work
out how to contribute positively to them (Bochner and Ellis, 2016). They help me trace my
journey as | learned more about what it meant to research, the resilience it would demand

of me and how it would be written on me.

The borders around these cameos are fragile, permeable, in line with my belief that theory
and reflection cannot in fact be separated, concurring with Tamboukou (2011) who says
that we are part of the story-worlds we are trying to understand. It is my hope that in my
work | might approach Leavy’s (2015: 17) description of qualitative researcher as one who

composes, orchestrates and weaves.
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Drawing on the language and movements of performance, | have positioned an intermezzo
between the fourth and fifth landscapes. It reveals part of my reflexive wonderings about
my research and the effect Covid has had as it swept remorselessly across the world. It is
also a means by which | draw on performative writing and performance as | move from
page to stage and back again. Goulish (in Holman Jones and Harris, 2019: 80) suggests that
the reader may ‘come to the realisation that all of the printed words make up only half of
the book. Silence makes up the other half’ and | think of the power of silence in a
performance, questions floating expectantly in the air, waiting. So, too, might performer
and audience inhabit silences, into which might come new imaginings. Madison (2009: 193)
tells us that ‘data travel to the public stage with the hope that the performance will invoke
a response (ability) among a group or spectators’ and | wonder if this alternative way of
presenting data might also help the stories of the library find new audiences. | intend that
its inclusion should contribute aesthetically to, and reflect, the arts-based nature of this
research.

The cameos and intermezzo also support me to reveal the net containing my
‘epistemological, ontological, methodological premises’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005: 26) as |
trace my positioning as researcher and travel ‘in the thinking that writing produces in
search of the field’ (St. Pierre, 1995: 365). Further, they act as markers on the literal,
physical landscape written, sometimes, when thinking deeply about my research. Designed
to ‘create a reflexive dialogue’ (ibid: 852) involving those who read them and my-
self/selves, they act as an acknowledgement that ‘the ethnographic life is not separable
from the self’ (Richardson, 2000: 253). And as | perform words and silences | suggest that
we are moving towards a future of possibility, one in which we come together againin a

post-Covid era.

As narrative inquirer | acknowledge that | am inserted into the text and thus my work
presents my own story as well as those of others as | move back and forth from childhood
to adulthood, teacher to researcher, colleague to friend. Aware that autoethnographic
stories must be artful while pointed towards the workings of history, social structure and
culture (Bochner and Ellis, 2016: 195), | try to tell and perform stories as | move through
the landscape of narrative inquiry, backward and forward in time, acknowledging the
irresistible truth of these words of Cixous (1975: 419): ‘Write your self. Your body must be

heard.’
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1.3.2 The landscapes

| offer here a map of the thesis, detailing the different landscapes | travel through in the
inquiry.

Landscape 1: A Pilgrim Maps a Research Journey stories my background — familial, cultural
and social - as | move towards the academy and research landscape. It reveals the
metaphors | use throughout the research and discusses why | have chosen these through
which to express my work. Two cameos help to clarify my reasons for wishing to engage in
this research and describe how | came to the academy and began to engage in narrative
inquiry. The first, Cameo 1 — A Setting Out in which | travel back to the early days in my
teaching career and recall the bumping up against society of lives lived differently. In the
second cameo, Before the Beginning: The storied landscape of home, positioned later in
this chapter, | move backward to memories of childhood and forward to a time spent living
and working from abroad. In this cameo | reveal how | learned to love words and story-

telling and their importance in my life, powerfully connecting me to others.

This chapter offers an outline of the JCSP and the JCSP Library Project, describing why |
decided to locate my research in one of the school libraries in this Library Project. As the
JCSP libraries are located in designated disadvantaged schools | also consider the term
"disadvantage’ in Irish education and its connotations. | reflect on links between JCSP and
the Junior Cycle, particularly in the area of the Key Skills and bring forward my wonderings
about how some of these Key Skills are developed. | then begin to discuss why | chose a
narrative inquiry approach for this research, developing this further in the following

chapter.

Landscape 2: A Pilgrim Sets Forth details my initial encounters with the academy as | learn
to think deeply about relational obligations and theory as | traverse the research landscape.
It reveals some of my thoughts as a ‘pilgrim’ inquirer, learning about research
methodologies and beginning to gain footholds on the narrative inquiry path. The
methodology of the inquiry is outlined in this chapter. | also draw forward some Irish and
international research into libraries. Cameo 3 - Summer Meanderings: (Emerging)
Researcher as Pilgrim — is situated in my metaphorical and physical world-travels in Europe
at my first year as a PhD student and is a reflection on what entering into the worlds of

others has meant to me.

14



Landscape 3: Entering the Field discusses my attempts at movement into the field as | deal
with the intricacies of gaining ethical approval. It describes my arrival in the midst of
stories. It also attends to world-stories as Covid begins to beat its destructive path across

the world.

Landscape 4: In the Midst is describes movements along the landscape as | reflect on and
discuss my visits to the writing club which is part of the library | am researching. From there

| move into an intermezzo.

Intermezzo: Imaginings is a stop on the narrative inquiry landscape as | reflect on my
research and the way in which Covid has interrupted lives. | draw on the world of theatre
and music to bring forward imaginings of a post-Covid landscape where students once

more take their places in the library, in the world.

Landscape 5: A Leave-taking, the final chapter of my dissertation discusses my movements
across the inquiry landscape and what | have learned along the way about myself, my
participants and the methodology that | have come to know. In this chapter | also bring
forward wonderings about possibilities for further research. Documenting my exit from the

research, it contains Cameo 4: A Pilgrim‘s Leave-Taking.

1.3.3 World-travelling

In my pilgrim journeying | frequently use Maria Lugones’s (1987, 2003) metaphor of ‘world-
travelling’ as | present my research stories as/from different physical and theoretical
landscapes. She uses this metaphor to explain the process of understanding and learning
about difference. As | think about what it means to be an inquirer | am conscious of my
own position in the world — literate, privileged, of the academy — and the world to which |
seek access. So, aware that in narrative inquiry we are coming alongside our participants in
a ‘three-dimensional inquiry space’ | employ Lugones’s metaphor of world-travelling to
help me to think about the world that is the library — the physical space in which we will
meet and the world of learning | hope to find out about. As | try to learn more about this
world and how to research in it, | will draw on this metaphor, trying not to be ‘an arrogant
perceiver’ (ibid) but instead trying to understand the world | am entering and to share

something of mine. | hope that this will guide me in the composing of field and research
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texts as | write about worlds in which social inequalities exist but in which they are resisted
in spaces where hope is not foreclosed (Giroux, 2006).

These landscapes that | travelled while learning how to be a narrative inquirer are not
smooth, but undulating — and at times seemingly unforgiving — as are physical and
emotional landscapes. | will attempt to unfold some of them before you as | invite you into
the landscapes of my inquiry. | employ this metaphor of ‘world travelling’ in several ways —
as | visit the school library to gain understanding about others, their culture and
community; in documenting my development as a researcher as | ‘shift from being one
person to being a different person’ (Lugones, 2003: 89) as the inquiry writes itself on me;
and as | move backward and forward in time to worlds of childhood, the present and future
imaginings. Indeed, in narrative inquiry, ‘world travelling’ is a process that calls us to
guestion who we are and are becoming as people in relation (Clandinin and Connelly,
2000). Conscious of this, in the research | have endeavoured to attend to the ‘web of
human relationships’ (Arendt, 1958: 181) and return to ethical relationships throughout the

dissertation.

Worlds, of course are not just abstract concepts but physical places where people live. As
we move physically and figuratively between worlds we acknowledge the social, temporal
and spatial conditions we experience in different ‘worlds’ (Dewart et al, 2019). The
reflexive pieces that | have included in this thesis are part of my social, temporal and spatial
conditions and in them | draw on memories of the past — people and places — conscious of
Lugones’s statement that a world may be inhabited by those who are dead. This assertion
brings to mind Speedy’s (2013) interview between Barbara Myerloff and Chris Speedy, both
dead, and | imagine moving back and forth in time, invoking memories of the past which
move and inspire me in the present and on into the future. These reflexive pieces are
written in the Lucinda Handwriting font in a nod to the way in which my reflections, while
sometimes typed as | sit at my computer, may also be written in a journal, on scraps of

paper, or on the post-its which adorn a picture that hangs above my desk.

| now begin to detail my own connection to, and interest in, the JCSP Library Project. | think
myself back into the research, remembering Richardson (2000: 923) who describes writing
as a method of inquiry ‘a way of finding out about yourself and your topic’. And so let me

begin my story with some words about narrative beginnings.
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1.4 Narrative beginnings

The story of the JCSP Library Project calls me for several reasons. Much of my career has
been spent working at the borders of disadvantage. | know that disadvantage comes in
many forms and that, as Todd (2015) points out, the word itself may be interpreted as an
acknowledgement or a moral judgement and so | know that | need to be conscious of both.
The 1998 Education Act defines educational disadvantage as 'the impediments to
education arising from social or economic disadvantage which prevent students from
deriving appropriate benefit from education'. Kelleghan (2001: 7) draws on Bourdieu’s
framework to conceptualise disadvantage in terms of three types of 'capital': the familiar
economic, cultural and social, suggesting that the latter related to conditions that foster
‘cognitive and scholastic development’ and a sense of identity and self-esteem. Situated in
a school in a designated disadvantaged area, | was interested to know more about how its
participants experienced this and how the JCSP Library Project set out to ameliorate

conditions of disadvantage in learning and literacy.

Early in my career | taught students at a centre for juvenile offenders. It was here that my
own story bumped up against narratives of disadvantage, loss and hopelessness. The words
below were written in February 2017 and are an extract from On Be(com)ing a Narrative
Inquirer: Some musings on world-travelling (Lugones, 1987) which was a Maynooth
University assignment. They capture some of the shock | felt at that time as | encountered
disadvantage as a young teacher. They also contain, perhaps, some hints at the narrative
inquiry journey | would one day set out upon. Writing reflective memory pieces such as the
cameo below — A Setting Out — drew me back in time into places where my wonderings
about education and disadvantage began to emerge. As | wrote it, | thought again about
my own values learned at home and carried with me through life - my belief in the
importance of education and its ability to empower us. It also highlighted, however, the

stark realities faced by some who cannot participate fully in its promise.

1.4.1 Cameo 1

A Setting Out
Onw v journey to-Dublinv as young teacher I contemplate the
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beginning of my caweer. As the dramatic mauwvy -hued hills foll
away behind me; I try to-imagine my future inv o unfoumiiowr
setting among unknoww others. Images of what might unfold
float through my mind.

The following day I walk up o long, winding averue leading to-
a buidding in which young men who-had offended society were
kept. Set invthe lovely grounds of an old castle; the contrast could
not have beew stawrker. My classroom was v roow withv large
windowsy looking out onto-the lawn which attracted wistful
Hances from them - and me: I think we all felt constrained by
this place.

Once v week the mobile libravy awrived and we could all go-out
to-select some books. At first I was pleased that all these young
mewv chose to-go-out, realising only later that it was often simply
a break invthe boredow of the day, a chance to- steal v few
momenty to- smoke and to-exchange stories.

I amv not saying that there was no- hope here or that the
authorities did not meawn to-do-well by these young men. There
was v chance for education, to-learn how to-cook and garden.
But despite being an ‘open’ detention centre it shocked me that
several of these youths would hawe preferred to-have been sent to-
a prisonv where they could be shut into- cells for howrs ovwend,
sleeping awayy the weary days of their sentence. I had never
heawd stories like this before and I wondered how they would
continue to- unfold.

Together we worked on maths, talking, shawing some details of
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owr life experiences but hiding others. I suppose it iy always so-
Before I coume heve I had never contemplated a story of a young
mowv who, ow being released, would quickly seek out an
opportunity to-re-offend so-he could be retwrned to-the
famiiowity of that buidding, that life: Looking back, I know that
I listened to-these young men but did not attend to-their stories
of the lives they lived.

One afternoow I stand at o upstairs window and watch the
trainw cowrying people nortihvand south. My thoughts turn
towauwds o imuminent trip across Ewrope. I awmv droawn to-
trovelling. I know that other stovies call me. It will be ever thuns.
One day I will world trovel (Lugones; 1987).

The ‘school’ setting described above was, of course, very different from a traditional school
and the stories told — sometimes spoken in a look or in silence — were often stories of
tensions, of separation from families and old lives, of boredom with the system, but often
too there were stories of hope and of home. Situated in a landscape very different from
that of my home and to the urban and desert-city settings in which | would teach in the
future, its green lawns and grounds leading down to the water would remain with me. |
brought them with me as | moved over time from one physical landscape to another,
memories of that time and place working on me and braiding themselves into the
intellectual terrains | navigated as | thought about themes of social justice and learned to

tell stories as a narrative inquirer.

I now turn to a brief discussion of the Junior Cycle and its Key Skills which form the
educational context and curricular frame of my research before moving on to a discussion

of the Junior Cycle School Programme and its Library Project.
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1.5 The Junior Cycle and Junior Certificate School Programme as contexts in
this research

In the following sections | discuss recent developments in junior cycle education.
Underpinned by national strategies in literacy, numeracy, attainment and arts in education,
they seek to respond to these priorities for education and society. The Library Project
librarians work with school management and teachers to support these strategies through

creative approaches including the arts-based curriculum that is the focus of this inquiry.

1.5.1 The Junior Cycle

Throughout my career | have witnessed many educational developments, from early
childhood education upwards. We saw, for instance, a re-visioning of the junior cycle
programme as the Intermediate Certificate was replaced by the Junior Certificate in
September 1989. The programme at junior cycle was based on the principles of breadth
and balance, quality, equity, relevance, coherence, continuity and progression (NCCA,
2004: 3) and innovative teaching approaches were encouraged. Laudable as this was, a
focus on written terminal exams began to be seen as leading to a narrowing of teaching
and a disadvantaging of students whose strengths lay outside the formal written context
(ibid: 9). Over time, concerns were also raised about levels of oracy, literacy and numeracy.
The reform of the junior cycle curriculum was signalled as a key action in the Literacy and
Numeracy Strategy document (2011). Building on this vision for reform the DES published
the Framework for Junior Cycle (2012) followed by the Framework for Junior Cycle (2015).
Experiencing these developments either in my role as teacher in the classroom, or as
teacher educator in my role in Department of Education and Skills support services, |
welcomed their focus on differentiated forms of teaching and assessment and active and
collaborative learning. Keenly believing that a ‘one size fits all’ approach was neither
inclusive nor encouraging of many students, | felt that the aspirations of the Framework to
‘achieve a balance between learning subject knowledge and developing a wide range of
skills and thinking abilities’ (DES, 2015: 7) might allow for a more creative approach to
teaching and learning in our schools. Immersed in education, coming alongside struggling
students over many years, my thoughts frequently turn to questions of why and why not.

Why do we still accept that sometimes we have hungry children in our classrooms? Why
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are some of the families in our communities homeless? Why not demand more
vociferously than ever a fairer and more equitable distribution of resources so that those
who suffer disadvantage may reject what Mclaren (2017: 56) describes as ‘a world rife with

contradictions and asymmetries of power and privilege’?

Conscious too of the JCSP Library Project, situated in disadvantaged schools and
communities, and its work in promoting opportunities for students to engage with the arts,
| was interested in finding out more about the knowledge and skills that might be
developed as a result. Knowing already something of the activities that took place in the
libraries, the range of facilitators who worked there, and the Project’s emphasis on
librarianship being a profession separate from teaching, | wondered about how the libraries

would engage with the Junior Cycle and broader themes of education.

And so | began to think further about researching the Library Project in the context of

disadvantage and the Junior Cycle. | elaborate on this further below.

1.5.2 This research and Key Skills of Junior Cycle

The Framework for Junior Cycle 2015 outlines how ‘teaching, learning and assessment
practices should evolve to support the delivery of a quality, inclusive and relevant
education that will meet the needs of junior cycle students, both now and in the future’
(DES, 2015: 6). It goes on to note that the Junior Cycle programme is underpinned by eight
principles, twenty-four statements of learning and eight key skills (DES, 2015: 10). The
changes to learning and assessment envisaged in the Framework have been designed to
support continuity in learning experiences from primary to post-primary school. The eight
key skills (Being literate, Managing myself, Staying well, Managing information and
thinking, Being numerate, Being creative, Working with others and Communicating) are
interconnected with each other and are ‘closely linked to the skills required at senior cycle
and those already developed for early childhood and primary education’ (ibid, 2015: 14).
Wellbeing, one of the principles that underpins junior cycle education, is incorporated
within the Key Skills.

While seconded to the Second level Support Service (SLSS) (later the Professional
Development Service for Teachers — PDST) | became increasingly aware of the links across

these stages of learning and this, along with my knowledge of arts programmes in the JCSP
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Project Libraries, led me to think more deeply about how students might acquire such
skills. Having spent much time in some of the Project libraries and having worked with
several of the librarians, including Senior Project Librarian Kathleen Moran, | knew of their
focus on creative arts-based programmes. Frequently | had been invited to libraries to see
powerful presentations of students’ work. The pride clearly shown by all involved -
students, staff and families — was a joy to behold. | knew, too, that such performances did
not always come easily to students and believe in the importance of bearing witness to
these successes. It seemed to me that | could see the interplay of key skills in moments
such as these and | eventually decided to focus on how four in particular - Being literate,

Being creative, Communicating and Staying well — might be developed in the libraries.

As | began to reflect more deeply about the Library Project, | found myself increasingly
thinking about its position within the education system. Designed as a different space it is,
of course, aligned with the education system but does not follow any NCCA curriculum.
How, for instance, can one write learning outcomes for, or assess, students performing
spoken poetry to peers on a stage in the National Library or Trinity College (as they do at
the JCSP WRaPParound?® events)? Yet, listening to students using the language of home to
tell stories of global concerns such as racism, violence and poverty, | could not help but
think that | heard the Key Skills being articulated in the rising and falling notes of the
performers and the words echoed by the audience. Increasingly | found myself wondering
about how such skills may be developed and how learning from the Library Project, part of
the school structure, yet different, may find its way into classrooms. That is not to suggest
that learning in the library can be replicated in the classroom, but to wonder whether
learning to explore, to think, to perform in the library might find echoes in the way in which

students engage with subjects in the classroom.

During the thesis | seek to articulate some of these tensions that exist between the
education system itself and the innovative nature of the Project. In coming to understand
more about them | found these questions posed by Giroux useful:

What should education accomplish in a democracy? (2016: 57)
What knowledge is of most worth? (ibid: 60)

8 JCSP Library Project written, spoken and performance poetry initiative run in conjunction with
Poetry Ireland
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Having set the context for my research, | now move into a deeper discussion of my interest

in, and links to, the Library Project.

1.5.3 Early thoughts about inquiring into the JCSP Library Project

The urge to do a PhD was not new. In fact, it had burned within me for many years. Having
completed a Master’s in Education in 2000, | knew | wanted to learn more about education,
about myself. At that time, | played around the edges of a PhD but found its early, sharp
focus on how to gather quantitative data sat uneasily with me. Having spent many years
teaching maths | have no fear of numbers and am warmed by the idea that maths is a
language as well as a science. | had particularly enjoyed one of the modules in the Master’s
in which students in my maths class journalled their learning experiences and | knew then
that this was a valuable way of listening to participants in an inquiry. Perhaps that was why

when | learned about narrative inquiry it leapt straight into my being.

| put away the dream of a PhD for a while, knowing that one day it would return to me.
Several years later on secondment to the Department of Education and Skills (DES) | began
to work with the Junior Certificate School Programme (JCSP) and its Library Project and was

captivated by the engagement and imagination | saw there.

1.5.4 Background to the JCSP

The JCSP is a social inclusion programme aimed at students who are identified as being at
risk of being socially or academically isolated or at risk of early school leaving before the
Junior Certificate has been achieved. It originated in the early school leavers’ programmes
initiated by the Curriculum Development Unit and is sponsored by the DES and the National

Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA).

The JCSP Programme Statement (NCCA) outlines the development of the JCSP as follows:

‘The Junior Certificate School Programme (JCSP) originated in a number of projects
initiated by the City of Dublin Vocational Education Committee (CDVEC) through its
Curriculum Development Unit (CDU). The projects were concerned with identifying
potential early school leavers and devising a programme suitable to their needs. In
September 1996, following a pilot phase, the National Council for Curriculum and
Assessment (NCCA) and the Department of Education and Science (DES) launched
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the Junior Certificate School Programme. Since its introduction the programme has
expanded from 32 schools in 1996 to 240 schools in 2010. The programme has
expanded on a phased basis, to all post-primary schools participating in the
Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools (DEIS) initiative (2010: 5).
The Statement goes on to note that each year a small number of students, many of whom
are educationally disadvantaged, leave school without qualifications. It points out that the
JCSP enables students to re-engage with their learning, aiming to ensure that each student
benefits from their time in school and enjoys an experience of success. It does this by
offering schools and teachers a more flexible approach to meeting the diverse needs of
students, sharing the emphasis placed by the junior cycle on the importance of students
experiencing a broad, balanced and coherent programme of study across a wide range of
curriculum areas (ibid: 8-9). Giroux (2014: 495) raises important questions such as who
controls the conditions for producing knowledge and what knowledge is considered as
being of most worth. This makes me wonder why some students are still failed by the
education system. This, of course, is a complex question to which no simple answer exists.
However, if we believe that we need to develop ‘a view of literacy and voice that both
demonstrates and affirms the importance of schooling as part of the struggle for expanding
human possibilities’ (Giroux, 2005: 172), one might also ask why no schools may currently
apply to be part of JCSP. The Programme brings with it an allowance of between .25 and
.45 of the teaching hours of a whole-time teacher based on the number of students
enrolled in it. Might it be that this cost is deemed too high? Alternatively, might one
suggest that these hours are not enough? What price do we place on students’
engagement in the school system, especially at a time when we know of increasing
numbers of families who are losing jobs and homes? Should not other schools be given
access to initiatives like the JCSP which aims to provide a curriculum framework that assists
schools and teachers in making the Junior Certificate more accessible to young people?
That attempts to help young people experience success and develop a positive self-image
by providing a curriculum and assessment framework suitable to their needs?
Schools that participate in the programme may also apply to JCSP for funding to run a
range of initiatives with students which aim to offer them a range of educational and
cultural experiences. These initiatives focus on areas such as literacy, numeracy, wellbeing,
the arts, digital technology and the Key Skills of Junior Cycle. A comprehensive list can be

accessed on the JCSP website.® As a teacher | coordinated the programme for several years

% http://jcsp.ie/initiatives.html
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in my own school and saw the positive impact such interventions had on many students. |

discuss some examples of my experience below.

1.5.5 Background to the JCSP Library Project

As | noted above, the JCSP Demonstration Library Project was launched under the Early
Literacy Initiative. Commencing in the summer of 2002, the Project set up high-quality
school libraries in eleven schools participating in the JCSP nationally. From the outset, each
library was staffed by a full-time professionally qualified librarian. Few schools in Ireland

have such libraries and so this was an exciting example of innovation in action.

Under the DEIS Action Plan (2005), the JCSP Demonstration Library Project expanded, with
twenty new schools having joined the Project since 2007, bringing the total number of
participating schools to thirty. Each of the librarians receives intensive training by the JCSP
Support Service in literacy and language development specifically aimed at supporting
underachieving disadvantaged teenagers.

In collaboration with teachers, the librarians design and run programmes aimed at
improving students’ literacy and numeracy skills. The libraries also serve as cultural centres
in their schools and regularly host diverse visitors including storytellers, authors,
illustrators, film-makers, dancers, musicians and many more.'° In fact the JCSP Library
Project Charter (2015: 4) guarantees that it will facilitate a range of cultural experiences for

students.

1.5.6 My links to the JCSP Library Project

For several years | co-ordinated the JCSP in my own school until | was seconded to the
Second Level Support Service (SLSS) in 2008, later the Professional Development Support
Service (PDST). Part of the role of the co-ordinator is to liaise with teachers to gather
information about the areas of learning engaged in by the students so | could create a
Profile of Learning. This information was sent to the JCSP office each spring so that the
Profile, bound in a purple cover, embellished with the official stamp of the DES, could be
sent to schools and presented to students at the end of the school year. This Profile is of

great significance as it is a record of achievement and readiness to participate in the junior

10 https://www.pdst.ie/node/1018
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cycle exams. It may also contain a personalised letter of congratulations from the principal
or JCSP coordinator outlining the successes and strengths of each student. It is frequently
presented as part of school awards evenings. For some who may not receive other
academic or sporting awards this is a valuable means of recognition in front of school and

family communities.

In addition, as JCSP coordinator | applied each year for some of the initiatives funded (and
created and evaluated) by the Programme. As | mentioned above, a suite of initiatives is
offered in the areas of literacy, reading, numeracy, the arts, STE(A)M, wellbeing and
general subjects. Each one is carefully designed to support student learning and success. In
an effort to illustrate the benefits of engaging in them, | will tell you a little about our
experience of the ‘Primary Picture Books’ initiative one year. While participating in this
initiative, students practised reading story books designed for primary school students.
They then visited the primary school to read aloud to small group of junior students. In our
school, students read their chosen book to me, our home school liaison teacher, the school
chaplain and other teachers. Initially hesitant as struggling readers can be, over a few
classes they became more confident and dramatic in their reading. On the morning of the
visit there was much excitement in our school and, as we later learned, in the local primary
school. The visit was deemed so successful that the primary school requested another visit.
This took place in our school and perhaps one of the most moving moments for me was
when one of my students —a young man who struggled with reading and had missed the
latest practise sessions through illness —turned up on the morning because, as he said,: ‘|
thought you might need me Miss.” And as | responded that | certainly did, | thought about
his generosity and how much we need each other in school, in life. | believe that times such
as these must be cherished and | continue to applaud JCSP for the imagination and belief in

students that means successes such as these are replicated across schools each year.

Part of my role in the SLSS/PDST was to support schools offering JCSP. This took the form of
designing and delivering continuous professional development to co-ordinators, teachers
and librarians in DEIS and JCSP schools, visits to schools and evaluating JCSP initiatives. My
work in the support services strengthened my interest in, and deepened my knowledge of,
JCSP. | also came to know the librarian and principal of my future research school during

this time.
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When my period of secondment drew to a close in 2015 | returned to my own school.
While no longer co-ordinating JCSP in school, in my role as Deputy Principal | continued to
engage with it as part of our whole-school approach to literacy and numeracy
development. During the time of this research, | was working as an associate advisor in the
Junior Cycle for Teachers (JCT) Support Service. While still in the PDST | had worked closely
from time to time with members of the JCT, particularly in looking at links between the
Junior Cycle Key Skills and the focus JCSP placed on whole-school approaches to literacy,
numeracy, assessment and the arts. In my position as associate advisor with JCT | delivered
CPD to school staff in areas such as implementing the new Junior Cycle, including the
development of the Key Skills and approaches to wellbeing. In this role, | met again the
principal and librarian of the school that would become the centre of my research - an

urban, co-educational, DEIS school.

In this time of imaginative curricular reform, and aware of the work being undertaken by
the JCSP Library Project, | was interested in knowing more about how the Junior Cycle Key
Skills might be developed through the Library Project. It was briefed to improve literacy
levels, develop a whole school reading culture and enhance the learning experience of
students. In fact, the Project has gone beyond this initial vision to reach into homes and the
wider community. The /IFLA/UNESCO School Library Manifesto (1998: 2) states that:

‘It has been demonstrated that, when librarians and teachers work together,

students achieve higher levels of literacy, reading, learning, problem-solving and

information and communication technology skills.’
Working closely with the Library Project and beginning to gain a fuller understanding of its
work | saw these aspirations being lived out as librarians, teachers and school management
worked together to plan for student engagement with the library. The JCSP Library Project
Charter (2015: 5) outlined these aims of the Project: ‘to foster a life-long joy of reading and
to give students the tools they need to successively navigate the world as 21 century
learners.” As | continued to work with librarians and meet their students | was drawn
further into this world. | began to wonder about how students experienced the library and
how it fitted with emerging educational policy, specifically the fostering of Key Skills in the
Junior Cycle and the focus on arts-based education, wellbeing and creativity being

encouraged in schools.

Learning about the Library Project and those involved with it — students, librarians,

teachers, artists, dreamers — | thought about inequality and puzzled over the fact that
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libraries seemed to be offered to so few students and schools. | wondered why, even in
times of prosperity, the development of school libraries did not seem to be a focus of policy
as it is in countries such as Australia, for instance, where they are seen as being ‘the heart
of 21% century learning’ (ACT, 2019: 2). Indeed, in Ireland, in the post-primary sector,
professionally staffed libraries are found —in the main —in private schools or within the

JCSP Library Project schools.

| was attracted by the Library Project Charter’s (2015: 2) challenge to us to ‘Throw away all
your preconceived notions of what a library should be’ and realised that the desire to
undertake a PhD had surfaced again. How after all could | resist trying to learn more about
such places, places that author Michael Morpurgo described as follows?
‘The heart and soul of any school is its library. Libraries are browsing places,
dreaming places, finding out places’ (JCSP Library Project Charter, 2015: 5).
As | think about these words | know that the stories from these ‘dreaming places’ cannot
be separated in my mind from my own stories of my beginnings and my travels across time
and landscapes. | move now to a discussion of how they are woven into the fabric of the

thesis.

1.5.7 Arts in education and the Library Project

As a teacher of Maths, English and Drama, | am entranced by language — its symbols, many-
hued meanings and its performance. | suggest that it can be developed in many ways in
schools, among them through arts-based approaches. The Arts Act (2003: 3) defines the
arts’ as ‘any creative or interpretative expression (whether traditional or contemporary) in
whatever form, and includes, in particular, visual arts, theatre, literature, music, dance,
opera, film, circus and architecture, and includes any medium when used for those
purposes’. Kindekens et al. (2013: 1984) suggest that ‘arts-infused curriculums and quality
arts education are found to be a positive catalyst for engagement, resulting in improved
attention, behaviour and attitudes.” In my roles as teacher, JCSP coordinator and advisor
seconded to the SLSS/PDST, | frequently witnessed students engaging enthusiastically in
arts-based activities and wished to understand more about benefits this might confer.

This thesis does not seek to suggest that an arts curriculum may only be found in JCSP
Library Project schools. Indeed, there has been a focus on the value of the arts in education

in this country for some time. In 1979 the publication of The Place of the Arts in Irish
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Education (1979) — generally known as the Benson Report — signalled the beginning of the
process of incorporating the arts into state-provided education here, stating that the arts
must ‘be seen where they belong, as a central concern of education’ (1979: 141). Coolahan
(2008: 37) noted that education in Ireland had gone through an unprecedented period of
reform since the mid-nineties, including curricular reforms that respond, ‘to the multiple
intelligences of pupils and which encourages greater scope for creative and constructivist
learning’. For instance, Aistear: the Early Childhood Curriculum Framework (NCCA, 2009:
16) notes that ‘expressing themselves creatively and experiencing a spiritual dimension in
life enhances children’s sense of well-being’. One of the related learning goals outlined
(ibid: 17) is that children will ‘express themselves creatively and experience the arts’.
Among the goals listed under the theme of communicating (ibid: 35) are that children ‘will
respond to and create literacy experiences through story, poetry, song, and drama’ and
‘show confidence in trying out new things, taking risks, and thinking creatively’. The 1999
Primary School Curriculum provides for linkage and integration across the arts, and
between the arts for the full curriculum. It is interesting to note that the Primary School
Curriculum Visual Arts: Arts Education (Government of Ireland, 1999: 2) suggests that
‘IM]uch of what is finest in society is developed through a variety of art forms which
contribute to cultural ethos and to a sense of wellbeing’. The arts also have a central
position in the new junior cycle programme. For instance, the Artistic Performance Short
Course, which schools may choose to do if they wish, states the following:

‘Learning about and through the arts is fundamental to an education that aspires to
support the development of the whole person. Awareness of, involvement in and
appreciation of the arts, enables students to encounter a rich world of creativity,
imagination and innovation’ (Arts in Education Charter, 2012).1

The foreword to the Creative Youth Plan (2017: 4) notes that:

‘Putting arts and culture at the centre of education is important not just for
developing creative capacities and skills but also for encouraging social
responsibility and personal qualities such as resilience, empathy, and a capacity for
friendship’.
The Arts in Education Charter (2013: 7) notes that the mission of the Department of
Education and Skills is ‘to enable all learners to achieve their full potential and contribute to

Ireland’s economic, social and cultural development’ and that arts education ‘makes an

important contribution to this mission and the wider goal of developing creativity in our

11 https://curriculumonline.ie/Junior-cycle/Short-Courses/Artistic-Performance/Rationale-and-Aim/
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society and economy’. National and international research suggest the validity of such

claims, underlining the importance of the arts and creativity in education.

Smyth (2016: ix) noted that ‘[a]lmong older children, self-directed reading and taking partin
structured cultural activities outside school time contribute to cognitive development (in
terms of both verbal and numeric skills) as well as to academic self-confidence.” However,
she also pointed out that it was students from more advantaged families, particularly girls,
who are more likely to engage in these kinds of activities that enhance their within-school
learning, ‘thus contributing to a social gap in achievement’ (ibid: x). | find her comment that
while ‘schools cannot provide a solution to broader socioeconomic and gender inequalities,
they nonetheless represent an important arena for providing all children with at least some
access to a variety of cultural activities through the formal curriculum and through the
provision of lunchtime and after-school activities’ (ibid: 99) extremely interesting in light of

the range of activities that take place in my research library, both during and after school.

Ewing (2012 in Smith, 2013: 15) notes that several research reports over more than a
decade have underlined that those students who engage in quality art processes and
experiences achieve better grades and overall test scores, are less likely to leave school
early, rarely report boredom and have a more positive self-concept than those students
who do not have such experiences. Fiske (1999) reported that the arts help to level the
educational playing field for disadvantaged students. | was struck by Barry et al’s (1990 in
Kindekens et al, 2013) suggestion that arts education projects provide a safe place for
students to experiment, allowing them to take initiative and risks and promoting the
constructive acceptance of criticism and wondered if | would see and hear examples of this

in my library visits.

So questions about the Library Project and how students engaged with learning there were
starting to crystallise in my mind. To help begin to answer some, at least, of them, | began

my turn towards Maynooth University.

1.6 Approaching the academy

Earlier in the thesis | articulated some of my thoughts on working with juvenile offenders.

My experience of working in this setting found echoes elsewhere in schools | later worked
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in. As a young teacher | met students who struggled with learning and who seemed not to
have been given many of life’s opportunities. During my career | often worked with
students who found it difficult to settle in class, to enjoy their work. | began to hear the
terms some ascribed to these students - ‘reluctant learner’/’reluctant reader’ - which |
rejected. | became aware of classroom tensions as some students and teachers struggled
with a curriculum that sometimes did not seem to meet the needs of those for whom it

was designed.

As my career unfolded | met many students and saw and heard more stories — stories of
difficulty, but stories of success too, of excitement, of engagement. Many of these stories
were told by students (and librarians) in the JCSP Library Project. My thoughts turned to
the possibility of writing about the Project and its students and | felt as if | had been waiting
to tell such stories from the time | began my first teaching position in a centre for juvenile

offenders.

Wishing to research the Library Project and the people who are part of these libraries, |
needed to learn more about how to do so. Thus | came to the academy, bringing my own
dreams and memories with me. Perhaps | had always been destined to travel back here. In
the early summer of 2015, | approached Maynooth University for the first time to discuss
the possibility of pursuing a PhD. | walked through the damp and heavy air towards my
initial meeting, careful not to stray from the path onto the wet grass. The campus was still,
apart from a few students in the distance. | tried to avoid the plump drops of rain falling
quietly from the trees as | made my way into Education House. It is an old, tall, austere
building and as | made my way cautiously up the stairs dust motes silently performed their

eternal dance in the air.

In an office | spoke of the research | was keen to undertake with the Junior Certificate
(JCSP) Library Project. The discussion was quiet, thoughtful, enquiring and | felt that | was
being taken seriously. We spoke about a myriad of different ways to do research -
guantitative, qualitative, mixed methods — and about situating research in a theoretical
framework. During the conversation | also heard for the first time the words narrative
inquiry and the name Jean Clandinin. | found it interesting that research could be done in

this way and in my mind and heart were the early flickerings of a flame. Would such a
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methodology reveal more about the Library Project than, perhaps, one of the alternative

approaches discussed?

These were, of course, but beginnings. Afterwards as | re-traced my steps, leaving the
building behind me, there was nothing in the quietness of the afternoon to suggest that |

had just embarked on one of the most exciting journeys of my life.

Later that summer | begin on some reading for my course and in the autumn | make my
way to university, an echo of the journey | had taken to another university as a young
undergraduate. | can feel vestiges of my distant self in the racing of my pulse as | set out
into the unknown. That term we attend lectures and clusters. We speak about theory and
positioning, writers and artists, ourselves. | listen as terms such as ontology, epistemology,
discourse are laid before us. Names such as Butler, Foucault, Deleuze seem to casually
inhabit the air. I'm awestruck at my own audacity in trying to enter into this world and |
realise that my intellectual self will need to be fully present if I’'m to survive it. | don’t yet
know that my physical and emotional selves will be called upon too. The readings and
discussions are challenging. | glimpse a research landscape that has been criss-crossed by
many, that has been the setting for ‘paradigm wars’ and that has not remained fixed. | am

not yet aware of the narrative turn.

Somehow | know that I’'m ready for the fray.

It was at the academy that my pre-conceived ideas about research — measuring, analysing —
were challenged and | began to think of other ways to research with people. | speak about
this awakening in more detail later in the dissertation so for now | will merely begin to
depict briefly what narrative inquiry can be and why | thought it would be the approach for
this piece of research.

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) state that narrative inquirers begin with an interest in
experience and that through interactive experience lives are composed and re-composed in
relation with others. | am attracted to this way of working with students and others as they

engage with the Library Project.

| offer here Connelly and Clandinin’s (2006: 477) definition of Narrative Inquiry, based on

the view that humans lead storied lives:
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‘Story, in the current idiom, is a portal through which a person enters the world
and by which their experience of the world is interpreted and made personally
meaningful. Viewed this way, narrative is the phenomenon studied in inquiry.
Narrative inquiry, the study of experience as story, then, is first and foremost a way
of thinking about experience. Narrative inquiry as a methodology entails a view of
the phenomenon. To use narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a particular
narrative view of experience as phenomena under study.’

I am drawn to the metaphor of story as a portal into the world and narrative inquiry seems

a fitting way to listen to and tell and re-tell stories of mine and my participants’ experience

in the world.

| increasingly felt that a narrative inquiry approach would allow me to investigate if the

Library Project makes room for participants who might not, in general, have access to

public spaces where they can make their voices heard. | wondered about the pedagogy

underpinning the Library Project, if it would aid students to read critically the cultural codes

of the worlds around them, including those they use to express their own stories.

Clandinin and Connelly draw on Dewey’s theory of experience as being, personal and
social, one experience leading to another in continuity. For me this brings forward the
focus narrative inquiry places on relational ethics. As researchers we pay attention to the
words of Caine et al (2013: 582):

‘The narrative nature of experience, viewed from within narrative inquiry,
necessitates considerations of relational being and knowing, attention to the
artistry of and within experience, and sensitivity to the nested and overlapping
stories that bring people together in research relationships.’
From first coming to the academy, through to working on my ethical application and
throughout my research work | have tried to hold these words close as | honour my
obligations to my participants and their community, the academy and myself — obligations

to tell the truth, to share with them what | am writing, to remind them that they can

remove themselves from the research if they wish, to acknowledge their impact on me.

1.6.1 Portal as metaphor in the inquiry

As | world-travel across landscapes, | draw on Connelly and Clandinin’s (2006) metaphor of
story as a ‘portal’. The notion of story as portal allowing storytellers to give meaning to
their lived experiences is attractive to me. If indeed humans are storying creatures (Sikes
and Gale, 2006) then their stories are surely inseparable from themselves and thus must be

told. Indeed, Bruner (1986, in Sikes and Gale, 2006) argues that storytelling helps us to
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understand the world into which we fit. As | try to be an ethical researcher, | am conscious
of Foucault’s work (1977/1991 in Sikes and Gale, 2006) and his assertion that we must look
at stories to see who they might benefit, colonise or marginalise. In secondary schools we
are aware of many students who struggle with literacy and numeracy - Key Skills of Junior
Cycle and crucial in helping them to access curricula. Thus they are already disadvantaged
on arrival in the post-primary system. Having taught many students in this position over the
years, | know how this can affect their confidence in their own ability and can lead to a
disconnect between some of them and the school. JCSP, with its focus on students
experiencing success and on supporting literacy and numeracy development seeks to
provide openings for students — a portal into the second-level school system and
opportunities beyond, if you will. Indeed, Biesta (2013: 5) puts it rather beautifully when he
says of education that it ‘is not just about how we can get the world into our children and
students; it is also— and perhaps first of all—about how we can help our children and
students to engage with, and thus come into, the world.” | hear echoes of what Freire
(1972: 56) suggests is the potential for education to be ‘the practice of freedom’ and think

that if | were writing a manifesto for education | would place this aspiration at its centre.

| continue to use this metaphor of a portal as a means of thinking about my entry into the
midst of participants’ lives and into the possibilities of narrative inquiry. | am conscious that
portals may be protective, may swing sharply shut or may be opened in welcome and that
as such they must be negotiated. A portal is a two-way navigational object and as such may
be a portal for my participants and | to tell and re-tell stories. As | walk alongside them, |
too, will move in and out through the portal — as researcher, as teacher, as storyteller, even
as participant myself. | am conscious that we are shaped by participating in the inquiry
(Caine et al, 2013) and that as well as being shaped myself, in my role as researcher and
teacher | could shape what participants might tell me. | acknowledge that in passing
through the portal of my inquiry | know that | must conduct myself as an ethical subject
and inquirer and strive to allow the voices of my participants to be heard through the

telling and re-telling of their stories as we co-construct emerging stories.

As | continue to think about my inquiry my thoughts turn once more to Kathleen Moran,
Senior Project Librarian. She has been with the Project since the beginning and has been
fundamental to its development. Over the course of many years | have had several

conversations about libraries and education with Kathleen and | pause here to share with
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you some words from her. As | move through the portal into the inquiry space rain falls
outside and she composes a tale that is rich with belief in the Project. | begin by asking her

to bring me back to the early days.

1.6.1 Conversational space with Kathleen Moran

Kathleen: The Library Project is, of course, part of JCSP and we work closely together.
Part of the agreement with schools who are offered a library is that they are located
centrally in the school and that students who are engaged in JCSP are entitled to access
the library. So although other students are welcome there, it’s essential that students
who are part of JCSP get priority. From the start the Project had a policy of including
students in setting up the library, in choosing books. They were brought into the library
space and asked what they’d like. So we have sofas and low tables, magazines, music
stands. We saw trust as being a very important part of the relationships we wanted to
build and no tags were placed on books. Sometimes books aren’t returned but we
believe that they have been given to a brother, sister, parent — a book in a household is a
good thing.

Me: Why is there a focus on the arts in the libraries?

Kathleen: The libraries offer all sorts of workshops — in Science, History and so on — but
the UN Manifesto says that students have the right to access the arts. We believe that
the library can provide a window onto a world of experiences that students may not
otherwise engage in. We can offer them a safe space in which to experiment, try
something new, a place where there is no judgement, no exam.

In a future conversation with one of the students, | will hear this point being made again
and think back to Kathleen’s insight.

Kathleen: We work closely with organisations such as Poetry Ireland to bring the arts into
the schools. And of course our charter pledges that students will access a range of
cultural experiences.

Me: You mention relationships. How do they work when you’ve got teachers, librarians,
students in the same space?

Kathleen: Librarianship and teaching are two different professions and it’s important to
acknowledge that. They each have different skills that they can share. The librarian is
integral to the planning of timetabled classes with the teacher. During the workshops

they both share the leading of the class. Each has something to offer within the school
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library and beyond. For example, in (names research school), after Rachel ran a series of
writing workshops, creative writing became a Transition Year module.

| find Kathleen’s emphasis on the fact that teaching and librarianship are two different
professions interesting. | am aware that in some countries such as the United States roles
such as teacher-librarian exist. | discuss the varied titles and roles assigned to school
librarians in Landscape 2. For now | wonder if this separation of roles is of significance to
students.

Me: Do you think that students see librarians in the same way as they do teachers?
Kathleen: No. Even though the librarian may still be ‘Sir’ or ‘Miss’ students are aware that
they have different roles. From the way libraries are set up — less formally than a
classroom — to the range of activities they experience, students understand that the two
are different, though working together.

When | talk with students later | am reminded of this and think of the importance of
relationships in schools. And as | come alongside the students in the workshops and The
Writing Club | hear again Kathleen saying, ‘“We want to show students we believe in them’
and | think that as they tell and paint stories together in companionable spaces this sense
of belief permeates the atmosphere. Knowing that narrative inquiry is a relational research
methodology | pay attention to sharing social spaces with my participants in their space —
the library, school — acknowledging that | am arriving in the midst of stories and will leave
this three-dimensional inquiry space (Clandinin and Connelly 2000) in the same way. |

discuss the commonplaces briefly below.

1.7 Three commonplaces of narrative inquiry

Drawing on pragmatist philosophies, narrative inquiry works from Dewey’s theory of
experience and his criteria for experience: continuity and interaction (Clandinin and
Connelly, 2000). These are reflected in Clandinin and Connelly’s three commonplaces of
narrative inquiry (2006) - temporality, sociality and place. | have drawn on them in this
inquiry to help me to give voice to the telling and re-telling of stories, stories that are not
fixed, but that may be re-presented with each new telling.

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) use the term temporality to describe their concern for life
experienced not just in the present but as part of a continuum of experience. This allows

for a moving backward and forward in thinking about experience — that of our participants
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and our own. In considering the concept of temporality | am also mindful of these words of

Polkinghorne (1988: 60):
‘We live immersed in narrative, recounting and reassessing the meanings of our
past actions, anticipating the outcomes of our future projects, situating ourselves
at the intersection of several stories not yet completed.’

Indeed hooks (1997), too, reminds us that people’s lives are not linear. As narrative

inquirers we need to attend to the temporality of our own and our participants’ lives, as

well as to the temporality of places, things and events.

The concept of the sociality commonplace acknowledges that our stories are composed in
cultural, institutional and familial contexts. We all live within these contexts and compose
and co-compose stories in them. Thus, it is important to reflect on the inquiry relationship

between participants and researcher.

The place commonplace acknowledges that ‘all events take place someplace’ (Connelly and
Clandinin, 2006). Originally, only describing two commonplaces of narrative inquiry
(temporality and sociality) in 1994, it was working with Aboriginal people and people who
had left home that made Connelly and Clandinin more attentive to place (Clandinin, 2013).
The research site of my inquiry is of course, the school library, but landscapes are also
formed of the places my participants and | have inhabited over time. In being mindful of
this commonplace | acknowledge that | am in the landscape, not simply viewing it, and that

we are shaped by the landscapes we live in.

Thinking with the commonplaces helped me to be attentive to the shifting, changing,
personal and social nature of my research puzzle and its participants, myself included
(Clandinin, 2013). It also foregrounds that narrative inquiry is relational. | continue to draw

on them during the thesis.

1.8 Why an arts-based approach?

| will discuss the emergence of arts-based approaches in the qualitative paradigm more
fully in Landscape 2, but let me begin by borrowing from Proust to convey some of its
attraction. He described art as a means through which:

‘instead of seeing a single world, our own, we see it multiply until we have before
us as many worlds as there are original artists’ (cited in Campbell and Ogden, 1999:
205).
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Reflecting on this statement, | think about my world-travels in my research and images and
voices flicker at the edge of memory. | think of Connelly and Clandinin (2006: 477) who tell
us that, ‘[Alrguments for the development and use of narrative inquiry come out of a view
of human experience in which humans, individually and socially, lead storied lives’. | am
also interested in the way that we represent and reveal — perhaps conceal - ourselves
through text and image. Over a series of weeks the students in my research library will co-
compose written stories. These will then be transformed into an artistic rendering as,
drawing on the discussions about morality and responsibility that take place during the
workshops, they create images of themselves as heroic figures. Working together they will
create powerful images of a world in danger, a world that needs rescuing. Through
discussion they learn to see themselves in the story as people capable of bravery, of moral
behaviour. | will elaborate on how these tales unfolded in Landscape 3 where | also bring
my wonderings about how they might document ‘cultural aspects of social life’ (Leavy,
2015: 229), a life in which young people might develop Key Skills such as Being creative to

make a world where optimism and heroism can triumph.

As my inquiry is based in a school library, | was fortunate to walk alongside students as they
engaged in a range of cultural experiences planned by the librarian in conjunction with the
author and poet Colm Keegan'? and visual artist Jole Bartoli'3. Colm is a writer and poet
from Dublin. He co-founded and is a board member of Lingo, Ireland’s first Spoken Word
festival. He also co-founded The Writing Club, the writing project based in my research
school and about which I will write more in Landscape 4. | first met Colm some years ago
when | was on secondment to the Department of Education and knew something of his
work in schools. | had heard about artist Jole’s inspiring work with students from Rachel
and other librarians. Colm and Jole would work with the students on a story incorporating
text and art and which would be published on The Dublin Epic website, a website that asks
us:
What would you do,
if you could do anything?

Choose your world...

12 https://colmkeeganpoetry.com

13 https://www.arttoheart.ie
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| find the invitation irresistible and am excited when they agree to participate in my

research and by the idea of attending their workshops in the school library.

| saw and heard students composing written work and pieces of art which they shared with
me. Honoured to share in their work and puzzling about how such artistic practices could
help students to engage in the key skills of Junior Cycle | came to believe that an arts-based
approach could do justice to their work. Leavy (2015: 17) writes that artistic practice and
the practice of qualitative research can be viewed as ‘crafts’ as qualitative researchers
‘compose, orchestrate and weave’ (ibid). Barone and Eisner (2012: 1) write that arts-based
research (ABR) can result in the creation of ‘something that is close to a piece of art’. She
also reminds us that qualitative research is influenced by the justice movements (Leavy,

2015).

| reflect on this as | think of my participants on stage at WRaPParound events, performing
their poetic rejections of global inequalities, in the library creating stories together. As | do
so | feel drawn to echo their experiences of performance by engaging in creative processes
on the page and stage myself. Denzin (2017: 9) reminds us that we are global citizens and
as such are we are called to change the world ‘in ways that resist injustice while celebrating
freedom and full, inclusive, participatory democracy’. As | think about this | wonder if
perhaps together my participants and | will enact a call and response, ‘a voice that wills
itself to be heard, in many spaces, both private and public, whispered (or shouted) into
multiple ears’ (Pendergast in Spry, 2011: 34) as we compose and are composed. Finlay
(2008: 2) reminds us that ‘[Alt the heart of arts-based inquiry is a radical, politically
grounded statement about social justice and control over the production and
dissemination of knowledge’ and | feel that an arts-based approach to narrative inquiry will
help me and them to tell and re-tell stories to audiences (those multiple ears) — ourselves
and others. Poets, artists and writers that they are/becoming, | hope that together we will
compose and perform stories on page and on stage that will bear witness (Madison, 2009:
114) and perhaps create new theories that do not ‘simply mirror the world but change it’
(Gergen, 2001 in Brinkmann, 2010: 84). Malorie Blackman'® reminds us of the power of
libraries to develop in children a love of reading, suggesting that without them, ‘literacy
may increasingly become the province of the lucky few, rather than the birthright of

everyone’. This resonates with me as one of my wonders is why school libraries are not

14 Children’s Laureate 2013-2015 (UK)
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offered to more — every — school. Perhaps an arts-based approach may appeal to audiences
who might reflect more deeply on such questions. How wonderful if together, my
participants and | could compose something that is aesthetically appealing, fostering
reflexivity and empathy in the viewer (Dunlop, in Leavy, 2004). How apt if those who are a
part of this library could provide the spark that created the possibility of more libraries —
social justice indeed.
Composed as an arts based inquiry, the thesis will include selections of music, student
writing, poetry and photographs. Proust described art as a means through which:

‘instead of seeing a single world, our own, we see it multiply until we have before

us as many worlds as there are original artists’ (cited in Campbell and Ogden, 1999:

205).
Reflecting on this statement, | think about my world-travels in my research and images and
voices flicker at the edge of memory. | think of Connelly and Clandinin (2006: 477) who tell
us that, ‘Arguments for the development and use of narrative inquiry come out of a view of
human experience in which humans, individually and socially, lead storied lives’. The
following piece from Julia Pietrusewicz and Katarzyna Radon singing Offenbach’s
'‘Barcarolle' from Les Contes d'Hoffmann reminds me of the many ways in which we enter
into worlds and makes me think about the power of the arts to reveal these stories and to
touch us. | listen to it frequently as | think my way into the research. As | play the music |
become immersed in the layering of the instruments of orchestra and the beautiful, young
voices and am uplifted by the artistry of words and music. Perhaps you will listen to it here
as you accompany me on my journey into the Belle nuit, 6, nuit d'amour of narrative
inquiry:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R-MbbebSQjQ

The opening notes played by the orchestra are a tantalising invitation into this world of
music and story. The rich, dark voice of mezzo-soprano Katarzyna and higher notes of
soprano Julia soar and fall, one complementing the other as they intersect and | think
about how stories may be multi-voiced, surprising, honest, beautiful. | think about my work
as a researcher, listening to the voices of others and my own, hearing something new in
repeated listenings. As | move through the thesis | draw on such performances in the hope

that they will illuminate stories told in the field, mine and others.
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1.8.1 Storytelling

As a narrative inquiry this thesis is about not just my story but stories of the students, staff
and others who participated in the research. These stories were revealed in my
conversations with them and in artefacts they created and so generously shared with me.
During the creative writing and visual art workshops students wrote and illustrated stories
about a zombie invasion while also telling stories of friendships and events outside school.
Later, in The Writing Club, poems, fragments and other stories were shared over cups of
tea. As | move through the research and physical landscape | listen for stories told in other

languages, in gestures, in silences. So | think and compose in stories as perhaps we all do.

My love of storytelling began, | think, when | was very young. | listened to stories in
childhood — sometimes even those that | wasn’t supposed to hear — and turned them over
in my mind again and again, imagining into life characters | did not really know. Learning to
read opened even more vistas — stunning, colourful, mixing reality and make-belief in my
mind. Coles (1989: 120) writes of ‘the moral power of stories’” and | know that storytelling is
an ethical undertaking. These words of Lopez (1990: 49) strike a particular chord as | think
about the importance of stories.
‘... stories come to you, care for them. And learn to give them away where they are
needed. Sometimes a person needs a story more than food to stay alive. That is
why we put these stories in each other’s memory. This is how people care for
themselves.’
| think of stories | have heard, what they inscribed on me and how | learned to tell and
share stories.
The landscape | describe below is one of home, where without realising it, | began my
journey as storyteller. It was here that | fell in love with words, even starting my first novel
(aged 9 — it was not a success!), the precursor to a later, passionate, love affair with
narrative inquiry. As | write it | invite you to walk a little with me in this landscape as | tell
you how that love story began. | also use the cameo to reflect on stories of poverty and
disadvantage experienced by many unable to benefit as | did from the opportunities

offered by the free or grant-aided education system.

1.8.2 Cameo 2

Before the beginning: The storied landscape of home
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Our childhood home was a place where education was valued,
where books were loved and cherished. We fell inv love with books,
their spells. They were to-be cawed for, treated gently, paut of the
faomily. Onw Saturdays we went to-the local Libvawy where the
hushed rooms told tales of respect for books. I remember o room
where sunlight streamed thwough tall, high windows as I tooks
books from shelves, wondering which to-choose. So- many stories
shimumering on the shelves; whispering tantolising inwitations,
but with borrowing restricted to-three books per week; choices had
to-be made. Fingers were draww over glossy covers, familior,
companionable names sought out, the first and last paragraph
read. Much had to-be considered before the final decision was
made. Little did I imagine that as o adult, seconded to-the
Department of Education and Skills; I would work withv ov library
project and leawrn about ity impact ovw young people and families.
As v child I remember my mother and I hawing a tea-porty’
complete withvpink tea-set. It was o winter afternoow. I ‘know’
that because the fire was Ut. My father must have been at work,
my older sisters at school, and my younger sister asleep as my
mother and I droank milky tea from little pink cups. I did not yet
realise that this dowk-haived sister and I would walk lovingly
side by side through life: Set ow little plates were foiry cakes withv
slivers of cherry ontod. I held the sugar icing in my mouth until
it melted aond I was conswmed with ity sweetness. I revelled inv my
mother’s wowrmthv as she tauught me how to-be companionable, how
to-enjoy life’s rituals.

As I write these words I aum mindful of Bochner and Ellis (2016)
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who- remind ug that stories of the past are made, not found; and
that memory work irwolves trawvuformation. I know that these
memories ave port of my ownw sense-making and remind myself
that stories - mine and those of my pawticipants - are personal,
political, emotional and relational (Bochner and Ellis, 2016:
252). I begin to-wonder about ideas of truth. Ay a nawrative
inquiver I find myself in tune with Sacks (2015), who-posits that
the only truthv is nowvative truth, the storvies we tell each other
ond ourselves.

The years fall aoway as looking back I think of Le Guinw's (1986)
description of the mother tongue as a language of emotions and
personal experience and know that my mother was loving and
teaching me how to-love: I imagine I con toste the milkiness of
the teaw and heawr her voice yet. During the many years since thew
we oftew lived momenty such as these, warmed by teaw and love, as
we shawed life storvies. As I write thig I look at o photograph of her
i v silver frame. Although the photograph is black and white, I
seeher cleawrly inv colour.

Spending our early years in Britaivy like so- mowvy Irishvpeople;
owr parenty told us stories of ‘home’ so-that the people who-liveds
invthem - grandmothers and grandfathers, relations; local
charactery - never orv rawely seev by us - becoaume pawt of our
family ond cultwral story. Our home was filled withv music - oftenv
songs about emigration and lossy (institutional, economic
stories), but frequently songs of the 60s - The Beatles, Mawrmalade;
Johwnny Cashv. We were being imumersed inv cultures that at times
were dramatically different from each other, but at others
seemed to- blend easily. From time to-time we travelled to- Ireland
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across grey seas and met agairn couwsing whose language
(English) sounded strange to-owr ears.

A few years later we moved ‘home to-Irelond for good but I have

trowvelled ever since.

It was inv our home that I learned to-love words; to-listen to-themy
to- touste and shape them. Books such as Enid Blytow's ‘The Magic
Faroway Tree’ and ‘The Magic Wishing Chaiv’ whispereds
mysterious possibilities. After all, if yow believed that words coulds
make yow trowel;, yow could go- anywhere. Many years later
reading ‘The Tume Traveler’s Wife’ (Niffenegger, 2003) I thought
of those books and entered willingly into-the worlds unfolding
before me. I think of Corwmelly and Clandiniw's commonplaces of
nauradive inquiry and Lugones s metaphor of world-travelling.
Perhaps it was this love of words that encowraged me to-become av
teacher. Education was offered as a way to-achieve independence
i later life, as something to-be aspired to- not just for av love of
learning; but for secwrity. Going to-university was placed before
me as not only avpossibility but a probability. That faitiv my
paventy had in me thew gawve me the courage to-believe
throughout my life.

AT university inthe 80s long-distance phone calls were things to-
be takew seriously, planned for, tumed. Words had to-be measwred
out as the coing flew at alawrming speed into-the phone-box.
Longer exchanges were commumnicated by letter, page after page
describing the campus, the lectures, the city, life at home: Ohthe
pleasure inv seeing my naume ovw awv exwelope from howme:.

Some yeaws later, living invthe Arabion GUf withv v sister inv New
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York, letters again became port of the family covwersation that
held us together across the miles, waited for expectontly. Blne
feather-light airmail evwelope almost transporvent, helds
caressingly inthe hand for o moment longer, as if love could be
imprinted onto- it, before being sent ow ity way, av gift for sender
and recipient alike. Thousands of miles apawt, words drew us
close:

It has always been thus for me and others who- shawe stories.
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