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Welcome to the second IOWME Newsletter of 2007 

I have only two more newsletters to go before I hand over to someone else at ICME in Mexico. So if you have been meaning to write something for the past three years then please, please do it soon otherwise you will miss your chance.

I imagine the one in March 2008 will be full of conference news so let’s make the next one in November a bumper issue packed with news and articles. 
If you have any ideas for covers, quotes, news or anything else then please send them to me at the addresses below:
E-mail addresses: heathermendick@yahoo.co.uk or h.mendick@londonmet.ac.uk

Postal address: Institute for Policy Studies in Education, London Metropolitan University, 166-220 Holloway Road, London N7 8DB, England

Best wishes, Heather 
P.S. All the quotations in this issue relate to the English mathematician Mary Somerville, who is featured on the cover.

The same simplicity of character and conduct, the same absence of anything like female vanity or affectation, pervades the whole of the present work.  In the pursuit of her object, and in the natural and commendable wish to embody her acquired knowledge in an useful and instructive form for others, she seems entirely to have lost sight of herself, and, although in perfect consciousness of the possession of powers fully adequate to meet every exigency of her arduous undertaking, it never appears to have suggested itself to her mind, that the acquisition of such knowledge, or the possession of such powers, by a person of her sex is in itself anything extraordinary or remarkable.  We find, accordingly, beyond the name on the title page, nothing throughout the work introduced to remind us of its coming from a female hand.  (JFW Herschel (1832) Review of Mary Somerville's Mechanism of the Heavens, Quarterly Review 47 537-559, p.548)
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Nothing has afforded me so convincing a proof of the unity of the Deity as these purely mental conceptions of numerical and mathematical science which have been by slow degrees vouchsafed to man, and are still granted in these latter times by the Differential Calculus, now superseded by the Higher Algebra, all of which must have existed in that sublimely omniscient Mind from eternity. (Mary Somerville, quoted in Martha Somerville, Personal Recollections of Mary Somerville, Boston, 1874). 


All my other books will soon be forgotten, by this my name will be alone remembered...  (Mary Somerville on her translation of Pierre Laplace’s Mechanism of the Heavens, 1831)
Editor’s note: These were the only quotations from Mary Somerville that I could find on the internet. I was struck by the role of male authority within both.

Shaun’s Story: troubling discourses of white working-class masculinities
Diane Reay, Cambridge University, UK, dr311@cam.ac.uk
This article was originally published in Gender and Education, Vol 14, No 3, pp 221 – 234. It is reproduced here with the kind permission of the author.
This article tells the story of a hard-working, well-behaved, poor, white, working-class boy trying to achieve academically in a ‘sink’ inner-city boys’ comprehensive school, whilst simultaneously trying to maintain his standing within the male peer group culture. In doing so, it raises questions about the possibilities of bringing together white working-class masculinities with educational success in inner-city working-class schooling. It is argued that to combine the two generates heavy psychic costs, involving young men not only in an enormous amount of academic labour but also an intolerable burden of psychic reparative work. Shaun’s narrative also suggests that the problem of ‘failing boys’ cannot be solved through school-based initiatives. Until social processes of male gender socialisation move away from the imperative of privileging the masculine and allow boys to stay in touch with their feminine qualities, the problem of ‘failing boys’ will remain despite the best efforts of teachers and researchers.

Introduction

There is an extensive recent literature in the USA, Australia and the UK which examines how schooling interacts with wider social processes in the shaping of subjectivities (Wexler, 1992; Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Hey, 1997; Mcleod, 2000; Walkerdine, et al., 2001), while a growing body of work focuses specifically on the problem of white working-class masculinities in the schooling context (Connolly, 1998; Skelton, 1997). Less attention has been paid to the discrepancies; those instances of classed and gendered subjectivity that work against normative understandings of the relationship between social class, gender and schooling, although there have been a few notable exceptions, for example, Stanley (1989) and Brown (1987) in the UK, Mehan et al. (1996) in the USA, and Connell et al. (1982) in Australia. This article concentrates on one such discrepant case. It tells the story of a hard-working, well-behaved, poor, white, working-class boy trying to achieve academically in a ‘sink’ inner-city boys’ comprehensive school, whilst simultaneously trying to maintain his standing within the male peer group culture. It also raises questions about the possibilities of bringing together white working-class masculinities with educational success in inner-city working-class schooling. I argue, through Shaun’s case study, that to combine the two generates heavy psychic costs [1], involving young men not only in an enormous amount of academic labour but also an intolerable burden of psychic reparative work if they are to avoid what Bourdieu terms ‘the duality of the self’ (Bourdieu, 1999, p. 511).

Shaun’s story resonates with many earlier stories of white working-class boys struggling to achieve academically. There are similarities with Colin Lacey’s Cready, ‘a working class boy from a large family, making good’ (Lacey, 1968) and Philip Brown’s ‘ordinary kids’ (Brown, 1987). However, neither text provides sufficient information about either the boys’ reputations and behaviour out of the classroom or their emotional responses to their positioning within schooling for the reader to gauge the psychological costs of their academic endeavours. In contrast, in this article I am concerned to make links between children’s and young people’s inner emotional worlds and external social and structural processes. To this end, Bourdieu’s theoretical framework is combined with psychoanalytic theories in order to keep both internal and external processes continually in the frame.

I never expected to be engaged in recuperating white working-class masculinities, although the ways in which they have been homogenised in academic accounts and made to bear the weight of white racism and male sexism (see, for example, Weis, 1993) has not been borne out by my experience of either teaching working-class children in the inner city or interaction with the middle classes in professional settings. Over 30 years of living in a working-class inner-city area has provided me with many examples of very different working-class masculinities to those inscribed in my memories of growing up. My own childhood and adolescent experience of white working-class masculinities was one scarred by violence, both physical and verbal abuse, plus the more symbolic, but equally damaging, violence of deeply entrenched sexism and racism within the male dominated, coal mining community I used to be part of. However, of all the hundreds of children that I have interviewed over the past 10 years, Shaun’s story resonated most powerfully, apparently independently of my female and feminist subjectivity. I have often felt a powerful empathy and strong identification listening to, in particular, working-class girls and women; a finding of myself in them that I have written about before (Reay, 1996, 1999). I have not been able to find myself in Shaun’s narrative, at least not in any obvious way, nor does he offer the fascination of an ‘exotic other’; those middle classes I am still trying to make sense of. Instead, to some extent, he reflects the uncomfortable image of the familiar oppressor. His story, then, is compelling in its own right and has written itself in spite, as much as because, of me as the author. My transcriber twice on returning tapes of Shaun’s interviews said that his words made her weep. I did not weep but his story did leave me with an overwhelming sense of anger at the way things are for boys like him. This article, then, is my attempt to do justice to his narrative, one that speaks to the complexities, the struggles, pains and possibilities, of white working-class masculinities at the beginning of the twenty- first century.

Shaun was part of a sample of 454 children interviewed as part of a large Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) project on primary–secondary school transitions in two London boroughs. All the children were interviewed in focus groups, then a smaller sample of 45, including Shaun, was interviewed individually in Year 6, then three times over the course of their first year in secondary school. However, my contact with Shaun both pre-dated and post-dated the research project. He was part of a small pilot study conducted with Year 5 pupils and was also one of five children I stayed in contact with after the ESRC project finished. I have eight interviews with Shaun conducted over a four-year period from September 1997 to September 2001, four before the move to secondary school and four afterwards. As a consequence, this is primarily a tale of before and after, of anticipation and realisation, and the ways in which secondary school transfer can operate as a process of class sifting and sorting despite the egalitarian mythologising surrounding comprehensive education. This class process has changed little since Measor and Woods’s (1984) and Delamont and Galton’s (1986) seminal work over 15 years ago, despite enormous changes within the educational field. But the article is also more than that; it is a case study of how psychic and social processes intertwine in convoluted and contradictory ways to fashion white working-class masculinities which are far more complex, nuanced and fragile than any of the stereotypical representations in dominant discourses.

Subjectivity and Schooling

Julie McLeod (2000) argues for the need to address the dynamic between subjectivity and schooling, and this article attempts to make such links through an analysis of Shaun’s struggles to belong to a good place within schooling. Bourdieu writes that ‘when habitus encounters a social world of which it is the product, it finds itself “as a fish in water”, it does not feel the weight of the world and takes the world about it for granted’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992, p. 127). Following Bourdieu, we would expect Shaun, a poor, working-class, Irish boy to feel at home in the poor, inner-city, working-class, ethnically mixed comprehensive he ends up in. However, Shaun’s tale is one of ducking and diving, not swimming; of being weighted down rather than weightlessness. His words reveal both striving and struggle against the educational context he finds himself in. Wexler (1992) writes about ‘the class divided self’ in his discussion of white working-class students in an urban American high school. Similarly, Shaun’s tale is an example of contradiction and tension between the social order and psychological processes rather that the ‘homology, redundancy and reinforcement between the two systems’ that Bourdieu (1999, p. 512) asserts is normative. In contrast to the norm, Shaun’s experience generates a habitus divided against itself; an experience Bourdieu (1999, p. 511) describes as ‘doomed to duplication, to a double perception of self’. He is positioned in an untenable space on the boundaries of two irreconcilable ways of being and has to produce an enormous body of psychic, intellectual and interactive work in order to maintain his contradictory ways of being, his dual perception of self. There are resonances with the dilemma that the young men Edley and Wetherall (1999) interviewed found themselves in. They, too, were caught between two contradictory subject positions. However, there the similarities end. Edley & Wetherall’s sample were all middle class and privately educated. Shaun, living on an inner-city, sink council estate in a lone mother family surviving on state benefits, belongs to a section of the working classes that has routinely been stigmatised within dominant discourses (Skeggs, 1997; Reay, 1998).

Shaun’s narrative reveals how centrally class as well as gender is implicated in psychic processes and the fashioning of contemporary subjectivities. It provides an example of how processes behind class advantage and disadvantage work through the individual (Savage, 2000), but also of the continuing importance of material and social positioning within the educational field. Recent scholarship on masculinities has emphasised the shifting, fluid nature of identities. However, Connell cautions against too great an emphasis on fluidity, arguing that ‘fluidity may be a great deal less fluid when examined in the institutional contexts of everyday life … It might indeed, be helpful to think about the “fixing” mechanisms that limit the fluidity of identities’ (Connell, 2001, p. 8). Class operates as one such ‘ fixing mechanism’, chaining Shaun to a place where his selffashionings have limited efficacy (Bourdieu, 1999). The institutional constraints of inner-city schooling are a continual theme throughout Shaun’s narrative, as when he tells me, ‘we’ve never had a French teacher that has stayed for more that two weeks’; ‘the kids that muck about all of the time, mostly they do it because they can’t do the work very well. They need someone to help them but there isn’t anyone’, and ‘I’m not so good at science cos we’ve had three teachers so far this year’. Sutton Boys’, Shaun’s third choice of secondary school, and the school he ends up in, serves an area of extreme social deprivation. Over 50% of the pupils are eligible for free school meals, and over 70% have very low or below average verbal ability on joining the school. Forty per cent of the boys speak English as an additional language. In 1995 the school was made subject to special measures on the grounds that it was failing to give its pupils an acceptable standard of education.

Bourdieu argues that ‘narrative about the most “personal” difficulties, the apparently most strictly subjective tensions and contradictions, frequently articulates the deepest structures of the social world and their contradictions’ (p. 511). Bourdieu’s words speak to what is probably the most difficult problem for theoretical understandings of the construction of gendered subjectivities—‘the extent to which individuals are constrained by their structural contexts and how far they can build alternative identities despite their stigma’ (Heward, 1996, p. 41). Shaun’s text is riven by such tensions. There is a continual movement between the material and psychological consequences of poverty, which implicate both school and home, and an optimism of the will that, although at times deflated and at others fragile, Shaun manages to sustain despite the odds. And the odds are enormous, involving Shaun in the immense amount of psychic and intellectual work necessary to keep both his and his mother’s hopes alive. It is the very anomalies in Shaun’s situation, the discrepancies between his social practices and those normative for ‘boys like him’ that make his narrative so rich and vivid, full of imagery and reflection. Shaun’s contradictory situation has given him access to what Bourdieu terms ‘socioanalysis’ (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 116). Bourdieu, in writing about lay people’s access to forms of socio-analysis, argues that ‘practical analysts’ are those individuals situated at the point where the contradictions of social structures are most apparent, chiefly for the ways in which they ‘work over’ such individuals, who in order to survive such ‘working over’ practise a kind of self analysis. Shaun, like Bourdieu’s ‘practical analysts’, displays an awareness both of the objective conditions that have him in their grasp and of the objective structures expressed in and by these contradictions.

Shaun’s Story

In 1998, when Shaun was in Year 5, he was very clear not only about the secondary school he wanted to attend but also about the schools that he considered unacceptable: 

I’m gonna go to Westbury because my mate Mark’s going there and my girlfriend. Sutton Boys’ is like one of the worst schools around here, only tramps go there.
However, by the middle of the first term of his final year in primary school, Shaun’s certainties were dissolving. Confronted with the headteacher’s advice that Westbury would be far too risky a choice as he lived on the edge of its catchment area, and having been warned that other popular schools in the borough were even more remote possibilities, Shaun and his mother resigned themselves to applying to Sutton Boys’:

I might not get into Westbury cos it’s siblings and how far away you live and I haven’t got any siblings there and I live a little way out so I might have to go on a waiting list … I might go to Sutton Boys’ instead cos all my mates are going there.

I could have wept at the thought of him going to Sutton but what choice did we have cos Mrs Whitticker said we didn’t have any. (Maura, Shaun’s mother) 
By the time I next interviewed Shaun in the last term of Year 6 his narrative displayed a continual ambivalence between optimism of the soul and a negative realism: 
It’s a good school for me because I know some of the teachers there. David’s brother Dean goes there, my cousin Paul and this kid, John, all these kids I know from off my estate, they all go there. 
and:

It’s good to go somewhere where you’ve got lots of older kids looking out for you and that’s what I’ll have at Sutton Boys’.

But in constant tension with his positive anticipations were far more negative expectations:

I’ve heard it might get closed down because it’s no good or something … my friend used to go but he don’t go any more. He’s only 15 and he don’t go to school any more because all the teachers used to bully him, always pick on him so he won’t go any more.

and:

I dunno anyone who’s done well there, everyone does badly there, oh yeah, I do, my cousin done well there but that was before he was excluded.

Even at this stage, Shaun’s efforts to retain a degree of optimism require a great deal of psychic work. He is not going ‘to get dragged down’. Instead, he is determined ‘to work much harder because like it’s secondary and the most important school days of your life because that’s when you’re coming up to your GCSEs [General Certificate of Secondary Education]’. But this positive outlook must be maintained in the face of deeply demoralising information, including knowledge of how local educational markets operate:
My mum and I think the standards might be too low because people just bunk and everything at Sutton. There’s a bit of a problem with Sutton Boys’ having low standards because it might get closed down.

Shaun has even begun to reflect on how Sutton Boys’ could be improved—‘it would be a much better school if it allowed girls to attend’—whilst arguing that this is not a realistic proposition because ‘it’s not a safe place for girls because of all the people that go to that school, there’s Triads and everything that go to that school. And there’s all the people who think they are gangsters and come with knives and stuff’. He has also started to prepare in advance for his time there:

I know that sometimes people sit and ask for 10p in Sutton Boys’, because I’ve been finding out quite a lot about Sutton Boys’ because I am going there. So I am going to try and find out as much as I can about it, because if I don’t and I go into school and people go—have you seen something or so and so? And then they are going to pull you into the toilets and beat you up. So if I find out all about it I’ll know how to protect myself from the rough kids.
Both Shaun and his mother told me that they had had ‘lots of serious discussions’ about how Shaun could still do well at Sutton Boys’ despite its poor reputation: ‘Like I need to change my attitude, change the way I behave, like no fights, no cheeking in the classroom because I don’t want to let my mum down, let myself down just cos no one else is getting on with it’. Maura, his mother, said, ‘we’ve had some real heart to hearts. He’s putting a brave face on it but I can see how worried he is. I’ve said you just have to work twice as hard to do well if you go to a school like that rather than somewhere like Westbury where the kids expect to get on with their work instead of mucking about all the time’. However, even at this stage a major tension between Shaun and his mother is the peer group, or more specifically, Shaun’s friendship with a number of boys with reputations for ‘messing about’ and ‘getting into fights’.

Before the move to secondary school, Shaun’s main rationale for accepting that Sutton Boys’ might be a reasonable school for him was that lots of his friends were also going there. However, at the end of his first term in the school the main change that he identifies is ‘my friendship with some people’. He asserts that he can no longer be friends with David, his best friend from primary school, because whereas before:

Whenever David was in trouble with a fight I was always there to help him. We always helped each other or if someone needed us for a fight. But here now I’m not really into fighting. Fighting ain’t nothing but trouble so I try and keep out of it … Fighting is for the kids who don’t want to learn and don’t want to do well at school and I don’t want to be like that.
This new ‘non-violent’ Shaun is a recent, precarious self-invention. Shaun, who has twice been suspended from his primary school for fighting, has a local reputation for being ‘tough’, which he sees as vital to sustain if he is to survive in Sutton Boys’:

I’m not going to get into any fights myself but like everybody said, yeah, that me and David, we’ve been classed as the hardest in Year 7 and we’ve agreed, yeah, that if kids that can’t fight are getting beaten up us two are going to jump in and help them. It’s just like, you can’t let someone that don’t know how to fight, who is little get it all the time, you can’t let them get picked on or hit … so I’m not fighting I’m helping.

When I query how he is going to reconcile being tough in the playground with being hardworking and achieving in the classroom he replies, ‘I am just different in the class to what I am out in the playground. I’m just different’. This duality of being is something Shaun returns to time and again in his secondary school interviews: ‘You see, when I get outside I go back to being cool and bad but not when I’m in class’. Shaun constructs himself as neither a ‘lad’ nor an ‘ear’ole’ (Willis, 1977) but a self-consciously crafted concoction of the two. Yet, this double perception of the self, tough in the playground and scholarly in the classroom, as becomes evident later, is riven with contradictions and requires almost superhuman efforts to maintain.

Foucault sees self-fashioning practices as ‘patterns that the individual finds in his culture and which are proposed, suggested and imposed on him by his culture, his society and his social’ (Foucault, 1987, p. 122). But Shaun’s practices are quite clearly not supported by the social milieu he is part of and he is, in Bourdieuian terms, resisting the imposition of cultural necessity. In the context of the secondary classroom all his energy is expended in desperately trying to set himself apart from the rest of his peer group; ‘all the other kids were spitting spit balls out of paper at the teacher and I just sat down and tried to take no notice’. But this contriving to be apart must avoid aloofness. Rather, he is attempting to carve out a space for academic success in a peer group context where, at least nominally, it is despised and where he still retains very strong desires to belong.

The only other two boys ‘to keep their heads down and try and get on with their work’ are outsiders to the local male working-class peer group culture. One is American and in Shaun’s words ‘dead clever’. The other is Portuguese and has parents who are actively looking to place him in another school. Even in Martino’s (1999) private mixed-sex school the scholarly displays that Shaun has begun to invest in, such as reading books and spending lots of time on homework, were pathologised among the male peer group.

It is not surprising, then, that in Shaun’s predominantly working-class boys’ comprehensive such practices conflict with appropriate male behaviour for ‘boys like us’ and he has to constantly guard against being reclassified as ‘a geek’. While existing research suggests that middle-class boys can continue to occupy positions of hegemonic masculinity by combining coolness with the seamless production of academic success (Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Martino, 1999), this is not a subject position available to Shaun. In contrast, Shaun has to continually negotiate peer group pressure to prove he is still really ‘a lad’:

Like a kid will call you in the classroom and the others go ‘Oh Shaun are you gonna take that? Are you gonna take that? Knock him out. Knock him out, he was dubbing your dad’ and all that. I don’t care about my dad but then they try and stir it and try and change what he said to get you to fight.

As is evident in the excerpt below, one of many Shaun recounted, the classroom context in Sutton Boys’ is rarely conducive to academic learning:
Some boys, yeah, in English yeah, some of the kids never shut up, never, ever shut up. Like, today, we were supposed to get out for lunch at ten past one, because all the bigger kids push in front of us, but because everyone was shouting and everything and I am the one that always goes—shut up. So whenever I tell them to shut up they are scared of me and they shut up, but then this boy Ryan, he always comes back and says something, so we have to stay in. He always pushes it. They all show off. Because Jay, yeah, this year, I think he’s had more fights than he did out of all the time at Beckwith, so far, because like, today, yeah, that boy Ryan picked up a chair and Jay stood on the table and flying kicked the chair into the kid’s face and then punched him and he fell back on the floor. And like David is encouraging him. He was going, go on Jay, go over there and punch him in his face. And when they were fighting and everyone was going, go on Jay, go on Jay. They can’t just sit down and ignore it or try and break it up.

Against this constant backdrop of classroom disruption and intermittent eruptions of violence, Shaun is endeavouring to get on with his studies despite the peer groups’ disapprobation:

When I do my work the others think ‘he’s a fool, look he does his work. It’s stupid working, he’s a goody two shoes and all that.

Yet, despite the negative reaction from ‘all my mates’, those boys in the class whose friendship and approval he values, Shaun refuses to conform to the localised regime of normalising practices through which boys come to adopt certain practices of masculinity and display themselves as particular kinds of boys (Martino, 1999). However, this constitutes a considerable loss of face which Shaun has to recuperate in other contexts in order to be accepted. As a consequence, in contradistinction to his displays of nonconformity to prevailing peer group values in the classroom, in the playground and on the estate, he resurrects his old self, reclaiming a very different identity as ‘tough’ and ‘a skilful footballer’ which redeems, most of the time, his ‘geekiness’ in the classroom.

However, this brings Shaun into conflict with his mother:

My mum said she don’t want me mixing with the wrong people because, like the people I hang about with, like, they are all troublemakers, David, Jay and all that. My mum says she don’t want me to hang around with them, but if I don’t hang around with them I ain’t got no one to hang about with.

It is worth reiterating the tenuousness of Shaun’s positioning. He is caught between two untenable positions, continually engaged in a balancing act that requires superhuman effort; on the one hand ensuring his masculinity is kept intact and on the other hand endeavouring to maintain his academic success. Sutton Boys’ is a school where success is in short supply and, as a consequence, it is resented and undermined in those who have it. By the end of the first year at secondary school the two conflicting selves that Shaun has put so much effort into reconciling are beginning to come apart:

It’s getting harder because like some boys, yeah, like a couple of my friends, yeah, they go ‘Oh, you are teacher’s pet’ and all that. Right? What? Am I teacher’s pet because I do my work and tell you lot to shut up when you are talking and miss is trying to talk? And they go, ‘yeah so you’re still a teacher’s pet’. Well, if you don’t like it go away, innit.

That the effort has taken its toll is evident in Shaun’s longing to be a baby again:

I want to stay younger, like I wish I was younger now. So I wouldn’t have to move, just sleep in my cot and have no responsibility. But you’ve got to get older. You can’t just stay the same age.

Shaun’s ambitions are created under and against conditions of adversity. Reputation in Sutton Boys’ comes not through academic achievement but is the outcome of a jockeying for position among a male peer group culture, in which boys are ‘routinely reproducing versions of themselves and their peers as valued because of their hardness, appearance, or capacity to subvert schooling’ (Phoenix & Frosh, 2001). As O’Donnell and Sharpe (2000) point out, schools like Sutton Boys’ are engaged in a losing battle to counterbalance the collective influence of the male peer group.

How can Shaun both set himself apart from and remain part of the wider workingclass male collectivity? That is the task he has set himself and the dilemma it raises lies at the very heart of class differentials in attainment within education. However, I also want to argue that we need to look outside the school and into what at first sight could be viewed as ‘the unpromising spaces’ of his family life on one of New Labour’s socially excluded sink council estates (Social Exclusion Unit [SEU], 1998) in order to understand sustenance and support for Shaun’s resolve.

I want to try to unpick what keeps Shaun going despite the unpromising conditions of his schooling and locality, the constant turnover of teaching staff and the continual negative barrage from his fellow pupils. First, Shaun’s desires to do well are very clearly not rooted in any intrinsic regard for school-based knowledge. Rather, he shares with many of his peers a sense that the knowledge being offered in school is not really relevant to boys like him:

I’d prefer to have more stuff that really prepares you for the future and you don’t get that. Like some subjects I don’t even know why they make us do it because it doesn’t make sense for the future.

However, unlike most of them, he does have both a positive rapport and empathy with his teachers, and particularly with his female teachers. He had an especially good relationship with Claudette, his head of year. Every time I interviewed him he told me that she was brilliant. Later, when I interviewed her, the first thing she said about Shaun was ‘he’s just brilliant’. However, his understanding, sympathetic attitude extended to all his teachers:

There was a time at the beginning of the term when the class was really good and then they started to go downhill and also the teachers can’t really spend a lot of time with the kids because they’re always having to sort out fights, sort out arguments. They can’t really help because they haven’t got enough time to look after the good kids.

I feel really sorry for my French teacher … when Miss tell them to be quiet in French, yeah, our teacher, she always usually loses her voice. She goes, can you be quiet please? And she shouted so much she lost her voice. And I yell, oi, shut up, Miss wants everyone to be quiet. I went, Miss, shall I tell them to shut up and sit down? She goes, go on then. And I said, sit down and shut up. And everyone just sat down and shut up. And then as soon as Miss started talking they all started talking and when they don’t listen to the teachers it makes me feel sorry for them.

Shaun is caught up in Bourdieu’s ‘paradox of the dominated’. Bourdieu, writing of the paradoxical consequences of compliance with the educational system, rejects the dichotomy between submission and resistance inherent in accounts of working-class schooling such as Paul Willis’s Learning to Labour. Rather, he argues that ‘resistance may be alienating and submission may be liberating’ (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 155). Certainly, there have been tangible academic benefits in Shaun’s compliance. He has received a certificate for outstanding achievement in his year and his mother recounted regular examples of letters home praising his performance and attainment in a range of subject areas. However, I want to argue that it is not just the academic rewards that motivate Shaun to veer off on his lonely path across a bleak inner-city educational landscape.

Stephen Frosh and colleagues (2000) argue that many boys and young men struggle with ways of constructing masculine identities that are socially ‘acceptable’, particularly with regard to the values embodied in their peer group culture, whilst striving to hold on to their felt need for intimacy and emotional contact. It is such a reconciliation between the two that Shaun is struggling to achieve. His commitment to learning and his positive identification with his teachers are rooted in his relationship with his mother; a relationship which raises another paradox because, seen through the discursive lens of healthy male development, the closeness and continuing connectivity between Shaun and his mother are viewed as pathological rather than normative. I try and grapple with this contradiction in the next section of the article.

‘Mummy’s Boy’: reworking the pathologised as privileged

Although schooling is salient in the construction of subjectivities, families are the first site in which masculinities are fashioned. It is impossible to write about Shaun’s subjectivity without writing about his relationship with his family, in particular his mother. Unlike the other children that I interviewed, Shaun regularly referred to his mother and family life throughout the interviews without any prompting from me. As a consequence, while most of the interviews lasted 45 minutes to an hour, those with Shaun were always longer, one hour and 15 minutes to an hour and a half. However, in April 2000, when he turned up in the deputy head’s office, he was not his usual smiling equanimous self and proceeded to talk about his mother’s illness and consequent hospitalisation. We talked for 40 minutes off tape about his mother and family life before reverting to our usual pattern of discussing school-based issues. Shaun lives in a lone parent family with his mother and two sisters. The family have a third floor flat in a large council estate and are currently surviving on income support. His love, concern and strong desire to please his mother shine through all the interviews. His father, though absent for most of the three years of the research project, remains a looming terror. When I first interviewed Shaun in Year 5, his father had returned to Ireland and was the ultimate sanction in Shaun’s life for bad behaviour: ‘My mum says if I get into any more trouble she’ll send me to my dad in Ireland and no way do I want to have to go and live with him’.

However, halfway through Shaun’s first year at secondary school, his father re-emerged in the locality and became a much more tangible threat, subjecting the family to harassment and minor acts of violence, at one point killing and cutting up Shaun’s younger sister’s pet rabbits, until Shaun’s mother was finally forced to get a restraining order.

Shaun’s Year 6 teacher told me:

Someone like Shaun will come up to me, ‘I just want to get away from the other boys for a little while, all of us are dragging each other down’. You know, he takes equal responsibility for it. Because of all the boys he’s the one most in touch with his feminine side, believe it or not. I do think he’s more in touch with his feminine side but then he lives with three women, his mum, who he idolises, his elder sister, who he idolises, and his baby sister, who he idolises, so his feminine side is very much to the fore. Also, he loves his girlfriends. I do think Shaun sees them as quite a calming effect but then he’s very much in touch with that.

While Ms Keithly inscribes both Shaun’s close relationship with his mother and his feminine qualities positively, that is not how they would be represented within traditional conceptions of normative masculine development. I want to push against the boundaries of conventional orthodoxies in order to understand Shaun’s familial relationships as far more enhancing than mainstream psychological texts allow. In Masculinities (1995), Connell writes about a group of ‘new’ men who have attempted to reform their masculinity in a process ‘that was directed at undoing the effects of Oedipal masculinization’.

He goes on to argue that ‘it seems likely that this project was supported by emotional currents from pre-Oedipal relationships: centrally, the primal relationship with the mother’ (1995, p. 135). Psychological theorising has traditionally focused on ‘oppositional categories of masculinity or femininity, fathers or mothers, identification or rejection’ (Heward, 1996, p. 37). As Heward points out, such binary categorisation does not allow for the rejection of fathers by sons except as a deviant, pathological response. The normative Oedipal model for ‘healthy’ male identity formation is based on identifying with the father and rejecting the mother (Edley & Wetherall, 1995). And this has been translated into populist discourses which view normal male development as ‘leaving the mother and “the feminine” behind and moving on towards a real masculine identity with the father’ (Elium & Elium, 1992). Yet, for boys like Shaun, mothering has a potency and positive efficacy that is actively denied in conventional accounts of normative masculine development which implicitly pathologise lone mothering. However, there are other accounts, and it is those we need to turn to, to make positive sense of Shaun’s relationship with his mother. In Anti-Oedipus (1984), Deleuze and Guattari argue that Freud’s Oedipal complex is a key structure of capitalism which represses libido and desire, internalising a patriarchal family structure at an unconscious level. They assert that conventional psychological theories collude with capitalism and its repression of sexuality by accepting the familial constellation. However, their thesis also lends itself to interpretations which position psychological orthodoxies regarding normative development as implicitly misogynistic and mother-blaming. As Jan Campbell argues, modifying the sexualised mother of Oedipal accounts with a tender mother ‘is a move from cathecting her narcissistically to an interaction with her in terms of social and symbolic institutions’ (Campbell, 2000, pp. 237–238). This permits a conceptual move beyond the derogation of the mother and the destructiveness of only privileging the father. Instead of denigrating the pre-Oedipal stage of connection with the mother as infantile, Deleuze and Guattari’s theoretical framework opens up a space for more positive interpretations of relationships between adolescent sons and mothers in lone mother families. Such interpretations work towards addressing ‘the vital need’ Christine Heward identifies, for a theory of masculinities, ‘in relation with fathers and mothers, identifying and rejecting features of both within a historical and social context’ (1996, p. 38).

I am not arguing for a view of Shaun’s relationship with his mother as uniformly positive; clearly, there are also negative aspects. Rather, I am arguing against the normative models which represent such relationships as pathological in a construction which implicitly blames the mother. Shaun’s relationship with his mother, like that of all other working-class boys in lone mother families, and here class both intensifies and expands the process of pathologisation, is far too complex and multifaceted to be explained by the simplistic evoking of the Oedipal relationship. It also has a positive efficacy which merits recognition. Shaun, unlike a majority of boys his age, has not banished the feminine to the realms of ‘the other’ and has none of the usual adolescent male contempt for women and girls such splitting generates. Rather, he is more comfortable with the feminine both in himself as well as in others than is normative for his male peer group, although this is not to imply that there are not significant numbers of working-class boys who, like Shaun, have very close, mutually supportive relationships with their mothers. Existing research suggests that there are (Ball et al., 2000). I would like to suggest that Shaun’s acceptance and relative ease with the feminine in himself and others helps rather than hinders his relationship with education and remediates, whilst in no way removing, some of the class structural barriers to academic success. However, it is important to avoid conveying a sense that all is right for Shaun when patently it is not. He is left with ambivalent relationships to both femininity and masculinity. Both cause him a lot of conflict, one with authority, the other with his peer group. Rather than achieving a harmonious balance, he is caught up in a volatile state of fluctuating between acceptance and rejection of both.

Conclusion

Shaun’s story troubles dominant versions of white working-class masculinities which for so long have been key repositories for all those unpleasant, uncomfortable feelings the middle classes don’t want to take responsibility for—sexism, racism, homophobia, to just name a few. Shaun, who admires his mother ‘more than anyone else in the world’, thinks his black female teacher is just ‘brilliant’ and believes ‘racism is the worst thing going on in the world’, is just one illustration of how superficial and ill considered such discourses are. His narrative also suggests that the problem of ‘failing boys’ (Epstein et al., 1998) cannot be solved through school-based initiatives. If part of ‘normal’ male development involves the expulsion of the feminine, which then becomes a target for contempt, learning, and in particular literacy-based subjects, which are encoded as feminine, will continue to be denigrated by the white working-class boys who are the main focus of concern within the ‘failing boys’ discourse. This is not the same as saying contempt of the ‘feminine’ is class- and race-specific. Rather, I would argue that it is a male trait which crosses both social class and ethnic boundaries. However, against the backdrop of contemporary economic changes and the hegemony of global capitalism, it is white working-class young men who have the strongest sense that their masculinities are under siege, and this has consequences for their defensive practices (Nayak, 2001). Until social processes of male gender socialisation move away from the imperative of privileging the masculine and allow boys to stay in touch with their feminine qualities, the problem of ‘failing boys’ will remain despite the best efforts of teachers and researchers.

It is not only dominant versions of white working-class masculinities that are unsettled by Shaun’s story. His narrative allows us glimpses into the moral vacuum that stands for current ‘common-sense’ educational thinking. We can see in his account how educational processes help class processes to operate (Savage, 2000). Shaun’s struggle against the educational context he finds himself in is yet one more instance of the myth of comprehensivisation and the sham of meritocracy. New Labour lashes out against ‘bog standard comprehensives’ (Cassidy, 2001), yet schools like Sutton Boys’ do not have, and have never had, a comprehensive intake. As a previously ‘failing’ school which has just come out of ‘special measures’, both the school and its predominantly working-class, ethnic minority intake are demonised both locally and within the wider public imagination (Lucey & Reay, 2002; Reay & Lucey, 2002). Unlike the fantasies played out in New Labour policies, this is not an issue of school effectiveness and staff performance but a matter of class and race; of social structures and material resources.

Furthermore, despite the much vaunted National Curriculum, New Labour, no less than the ‘Old Tories’ have no interest in what counts as ‘really useful knowledge’ (Johnson, 1979) for working-class students. As Jackie Brine (2001) asserts, the continued failure to critically educate and to creatively stimulate working-class students is little short of criminal, and, at the very least, morally indefensible. Even Shaun, with his strong commitment to learning, finds most of what he is taught an irrelevance. His disaffected working-class peers in Sutton, as well as contemporaries in other inner-city schools, find little to engage them in the National Curriculum (Reay, 2001). Perhaps it is worth revisiting Bernstein’s counsel of 30 years ago in order to radically rethink socially equitable education for all class groupings in society: We must ensure that the material conditions of the schools we offer, their values, social organisation, forms of control and pedagogy, the skills and sensitivities of the teachers are refracted through an understanding of the culture the children bring to the school. After all, we do no less for the middle-class child. (Bernstein, 1973, p. 175)

Finally, Shaun’s situation highlights the irrelevance of the Excellence in Cities Initiative for working-class pupils. New Labour policy, through its Excellence in Cities initiative, might just result in a pupil like Shaun being included in a Gifted and Talented scheme, although, as a child who obtained level 4 in English, Mathematics and Science in his key stage 2, SATs (standard assessment tasks) his commitment, determination and hard work would probably not qualify him for inclusion. However, even if offered a place, taking it up would be extremely risky for Shaun, jeopardising the careful balancing act he has maintained between achievement and social acceptability. As I have tried briefly to sketch out in this conclusion, far more needs to change in inner-city schooling than extra provision for those deemed to be in ‘the brightest 5–10 per cent’.

Note 
[1] Psychic work and psychic costs are apparent in the emotional labour such boys have to engage in when managing the tensions embodied in the ‘duality of the self’. It became increasingly apparent over the course of the four years that I knew Shaun that he was both dealing with high levels of anxiety in relation to his ‘split self’ and having to mobilise an array of defence mechanisms (Klein, 1952; Winnicott, 1964) in order to protect and maintain a sense of coherent self.
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I confess I am somewhat astonished to receive a Book treating of so many difficult and abstruse subjects, written by a lady with such clearness and method. (Letter of James Ivory to Mary Somerville, 3 January 1832, in EC Patterson (1983) Mary Somerville and the Cultivation of Science, 1815-1840, Boston: Nijhoff, p87)

Had our friend Mrs Somerville been married to La Place, or some mathematician, we should never have heard of her work.  She would have merged it with her husband's, and passed it of as his. (Letter of Charles Lyell, 23 August 1831, in KM Lyell (1881) Life, Letters and Journals of Sir Charles Lyell, London, vol 1, p322)
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In IOWME Newsletter Vol 20, No 3, November 2006, I wrote about my experiences in teaching a module on a two year initial teacher education course for secondary mathematics.  As part of that module I require the students to do some reading on a number of issues that might impinge upon their teaching of mathematics in schools.  On the previous occasion I taught the module I was taken aback by the students’ reaction to an article 'Spice girls’,  ‘Nice Girls’, ‘Girlies’ and ‘Tomboys’: gender discourses, girls’ cultures and femininities in the classroom by Diane Reay (in Gender and Education, Vol 13, No 2, pp153-166) which I had required them to read.  The article was based around issues of gender although inevitably class also came into it and I had found it both moving and telling.  The students basically refused to believe that gender was a contemporary issue in teaching maths.  I was shocked by this reaction and determined to try and address this when I taught the module again.

This year I decided we would focus on a different article, also by Diane Reay: Shaun’s Story: troubling discourses of white working-class masculinities (reprinted above).  This article also deals with gender and class but takes a boy's story as its starting point.  I arranged the students into groups and asked them to discuss their reactions to the article.  I again asked the students to produce a poster.  With their permission I have reproduced two of them here.

Talking to the three groups, there was none of the hostility that there had been the previous year to the idea that gender and class might play some part in a maths classroom.  The group was not as ethnically mixed as the previous year’s group although there were some ethnic minority students.  None of the students had attended a school in any way similar to Shaun’s school – they had attended a variety of schools ranging from ‘bog standard comprehensives’ through grammar schools to private schools.  The posters the students produced were all thoughtful and showed they had tried to get a grip on Shaun’s experiences.
One group had written the word sympathy on their poster.  When I asked them if they meant empathy they were very clear that they meant sympathy because they had not had similar experiences and couldn’t emphasise.  Another group had chosen the devil as a symbol for Shaun’s peer group and an angel for academic success.  The message they were trying to give was that Shaun was striving to be on the side of the angels and achieve academic success but was having to fight against what others perceived to be ‘his’ demons – his place in the peer group.  The final group had chosen the name of the popular quiz program Deal or no Deal to illustrate Shaun’s dilemma.  Was he going to be pulled more to his feminine side or would he sink back into the more masculine world of the peer group?
Although the posters indicate that the students have only just begun to think about the complex issues surrounding gender and class and maths classrooms, I felt that they had responded positively and thoughtfully to the reading and had been open to and had responded appropriately to Shaun’s story.  I am really unclear as to why the response this year was so different from last: I'm really looking forward to doing this bit of teaching again next year......!
Colin Jackson, Sheffield Hallam University, UK, Colin.Jackson@shu.ac.uk
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Book reviews

Mathematics Education in Different Cultural Traditions: a comparative study of East Asia and the West 

Edited by Frederick K.S. Leung, Klaus-D. Graf, and Francis J. Lopez-Real. New ICMI study series, vol. 9 (and the 13th ICMI Study). Published under the auspices of the International Commission on Mathematical Instruction under the general editorship of Hyman Bass and Bernard Hodgson.  New York: Springer Science+Business Media, Inc., 2006.

The 13th ICMI Study Conference took place at the University of Hong Kong in October 2002.  The resulting volume of essays, beautifully organised and printed, comprises the following sections: Introduction; Context of Mathematical Education; Curriculum; Teaching and Learning; Values and Beliefs; and a final Outlook and Conclusions. Each section is divided into chapters that, for the most part, focus either on individual countries or on comparisons among selected countries. The names and affiliations of the authors of each chapter appear at the beginning of the chapter.

 I found the essays fascinating, addressing issues that have concerned women in maths education for many decades. What are the effects of societal expectations, attitudes of students and teachers, methods of teaching, choice of curriculum and textbooks?  What is the role of history? Can the internet be used to improve teaching and learning, and if so, how? Reading this book, I discovered unexpected challenges to commonly held assumptions. To my surprise, however, despite the emphasis on culture, there is no discussion of women and maths. 

Research methods used for comparing different countries and cultures suggest ways of comparing maths education for males and females, but unfortunately, the papers from this conference did not disaggregate the data. How can a cultural focus ignore the different traditions within and between countries vis-à-vis girls and boys? Perhaps the earlier ICMI Study, Towards Gender Equity in Mathematics Education (published in 1996, edited by Gila Hanna), made it seem less necessary, but the present volume (reflecting the goals of the conference) is unsatisfactory in this regard. Discussion of cultural ideas that go back over two millennia inevitably raises questions: how ingrained today are classical perspectives about females?

What motivated the choice of East Asia and the West? The goal, according to the Introduction, was to compare Chinese/Confucian with Greek/Latin/Christian cultural traditions in the practice of mathematics education (p. 4-8). East Asia was represented by China, Hong Kong, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore; the West by countries in North America, Europe, and Australia. (p. 21). There is also a section on Vietnam curricula, as well as references to Brazil, South Africa, and the Philippines. Research results support the widely held impression that East Asian students consistently perform at the highest levels on international tests. From these results and concomitant surveys come interesting tables of data on which various comparisons are based, but the data are selective. Some tables show results from Japan and Korea only. There are no international test data from China outside of Hong Kong and Taipei. Would students in China and Taiwan (outside of Taipei) be as successful as the others on these standardised tests? If it does turn out that differences in cultural traditions play a large role in the superior performance of East Asian students, how can we use this information to increase achievement everywhere? 

Section 1 provides an overview of philosophical and historical traditions in Japan (for example, the concept of GEI-esprit, a kind of internalization of technique requiring the guidance of a master), followed by comparisons with Western historical and current perspectives. More detailed discussions follow in Sections 2 and 3 concerning the effect of tradition on textbooks, the role of practice, teachers’ values, and the curriculum. Research results on problem solving in current textbooks from Singapore and the United States of America include examples of various types of analyses. (I could not help noticing that boys appear more than girls in these illustrations and the girls are still baking cookies.)  A major “difference between East Asian and Western textbooks derives from whether difficult mathematical concepts” are presented “as a combination of concepts, symbols, and algorithms” without endeavouring to give realistic situations as background.(p. 235-236). Positions for and against both approaches are given.

The textbooks in the different countries probably are relatively congenial for the teachers to use. According to Section 4, teachers from different cultures have points of view, “which they translate into unique teaching approaches.” The Chinese system “emphasizes gaining correct conceptual knowledge by relying on traditional, … practices, which have proven their value for teaching content.” The United States system “emphasizes a variety of newer but less well-tested activities designed to promote creativity and independent thinking” (p. 462-463).  

When I visited China some years ago, I found that some teachers were expected (indeed required) to spend after school hours at the homes of their students who needed help. Chinese teachers may be recruited from very different backgrounds than Western teachers and, while culture undoubtedly plays a role, governmental style and economics may be more important. Chinese teachers are likely to be in contact with their students’ parents more often than Western teachers, and the teachers reflect the expectations of the parents and their culture. I did not see any comparison of different socio-economic backgrounds of teachers; what seems to be a matter of culture may turn out to be the different life opportunities of teachers in different countries. It would also be interesting to know the ratios of male to female teachers in the various countries; and how different ratios may affect the teachers, students, and parents.

Chinese parents were found to have high expectations for their children’s mathematical achievement, while Australian parents were less ambitious (p. 269).  A Chinese parent is quoted on the coaching of a son; an Australian parent telling a daughter not to worry. Apparently, “the relatively high mathematics achievement of Chinese children cannot only be attributed” to their teachers (or the textbooks).  Other significant factors include “motivation to achieve, parental help, and after-school mathematics” (p. 274). The East Asian students who achieve high scores do not necessarily like math s– but demonstrate that one can learn without intrinsic motivation. 

I believe that Mathematics Education in Different Cultural Traditions: a comparative study of East Asia and the West is an excellent reference. It expands our understanding of the complexities in raising real achievement, and provides inspiration for further research. The high-scoring Asian countries believe there is more to achievement than scores and are looking to the West for ideas about creativity. Westerners are learning from the Asians how to improve their own educational methods.  The volume also illustrates the dedication and conscientiousness of mathematics educators everywhere in the world.

Sally Lipsey, sallyirene70@gmail.com
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The Britney Theorem, taken from the Guardian newspaper

News

Letter from ICMI

Dear ICMI Representatives and Chairs of ICMI Affiliated Study Groups, 

This note is intended as a reminder that the Italian community of mathematicians and mathematics educators will be hosting a symposium on the occasion of the centennial of ICMI --- the Commission was established in 1908, during the International Congress of Mathematicians held in Rome. 

The ICMI Centennial Symposium will be held in Rome on March 5-8, 2008.  The venue of the symposium is the Accadèmia dei Lincèi (on March 5-7) and the Istituto dell'Enciclopedía Italiana (on March 8).

This symposium will be addressed to a selected group of participants (150-200 people), under the title

The First Century of the International Commission on Mathematical Instruction (1908-2008) Reflecting and Shaping the World of Mathematics Education
Starting out from a historical analysis of the principal themes regarding the activities of ICMI (reforms in the teaching of the sciences, teacher training, relations with mathematicians and with research, and so on), discussions will focus on identifying future directions of research in mathematics education and possible actions to be taken to improve the level of scientific culture in various countries.

The chair of the International Programme Committee in charge of the symposium is Professor Ferdinando Arzarello (ferdinando.arzarello@unito.it) and the chair of the Local Organising Committee is Professor Marta Menghini (marta.menghini@uniroma1.it).

The programme includes plenary sessions, invited short talks, and working groups. Most plenary lectures will have a speaker and a reactor. Each working group will have two leaders and up to 30 participants. People wishing to participate in a given working group should contact one of its chairs. It will also be possible to attend the symposium as a free participant, without a presentation, depending on global seat availability.

More information can be obtained by visiting the website of the ICMI Centennial Symposium,

http://www.unige.ch/math/EnsMath/Rome2008/

Best wishes, Bernard Hodgson
ICMI Awards Committee

We have received the following letter from Mogens Niss, the chair of the ICMI awards committee.  It would be good to have another woman nominated - so far there are three awards to men and only one to a woman - and also someone from a less affluent country.  Any thoughts? Hilary Povey
As you know, the Executive Committee of the International Commission on Mathematical Instruction (ICMI) some time ago created two awards in mathematics education research:
· .the Hans Freudenthal Award, for a major programme of research on mathematics education,

· .the Felix Klein Award, for lifelong achievement in mathematics education research, and an ICMI Awards Committee has been appointed for selecting the awardees. The President of ICMI has appointed me to chair this committee, the other members of which are anonymous until their terms have come to an end.

The first recipients of these two awards, Professor Guy Brousseau (France) for the Felix Klein Award and Professor Celia Hoyles (UK) for the Hans Freudenthal Award, formally received these at the opening ceremonies of ICME-10 in Copenhagen, in July 2004. The two 2005 awards went to Professors Ubiratan D'Ambrosio (Brazil) (the Klein Award) and Paul Cobb (USA) (the Freudenthal Award). These awards will formally be presented to the recipients at the opening ceremony of ICME-11, to be held in Monterrey, México, in July 2008.

The ICMI Awards Committee is now entering a third cycle of selecting awardees for 2007. The result of this process will be known by the end of 2007. The 2007 Awards, too, will be presented to the recipients at ICME-11. As was the case for the first two cycles, the  ICMI Awards Committee welcomes suggestions coming from the mathematics education community in addition to wishing this information to be widely distributed. I am thus sending you this letter in the hope that you will distribute this information to relevant parties in your environment.

Nominations of candidates for the Felix Klein or the Hans Freudenthal Awards have to be accompanied by summaries presenting the persons nominated and the reasons for the nomination. Moreover, nominations also have to include the names and coordinates of two or three persons whom the committee may contact for further information.

All proposals must be sent by e-mail (mn@ruc.dk) to myself no later than by 15 November 2007. Thank you in advance for your help,

Mogens Niss, Chair of the ICMI Awards Committee, Roskilde, DENMARK

ICMI Regional Conference: EARCOME4

The 4th East Asia Regional Conference on Mathematics Education (EARCOME4) will be held on 18-22 June 2007 in City Bayview Hotel, Penang, Malaysia. The Conference is jointly organized by The School of Education Studies and The School of Mathematical Sciences of Universiti Sains Malaysia, under the auspices of the International Commission on Mathematical Instruction [ICMI].
The ICME-East Asia Regional Conference series on mathematics education was first held in 1998 (Korea), the second in 2003 (Singapore) and the third in 2005 (Shanghai, China). Universiti Sains Malaysia has been given the honour and prestige to host the coming EARCOME4 in 2007 in Penang, Malaysia.
The objectives of the conference are to provide a forum for mathematics educators, teachers and graduate students from the region and beyond to discuss issues, exchange ideas and to present their research findings pertaining to mathematics education. The main theme and sub themes of the conference are: 

Main Theme: 
Meeting the Challenges of Developing a Quality Mathematics Education Culture
Sub Themes:

· Mathematics curriculum reform in multicultural settings

· Assessment issues and practices in mathematics education

· Teaching and learning of mathematics

· Mathematics teacher education and professional development

· Integration of ICT in promoting a quality mathematics education

· Teaching and learning of mathematics in second language
The scientific programme of the conference includes 5 plenary lectures, 7 regular lectures and one Round Table Discussion. Besides, there will be 141 paper presentations, 11 workshops and 42 poster exhibits. An estimate of 300 participants consist of 40% foreign participants from 22 countries, 35% local mathematics educators and 25% local mathematics teachers and postgraduate students have registered. 141 full papers were received and reviewed by a panel of reviewers. 71 papers were selected to be published in the conference hard copy proceedings but all will be collected in the CD proceedings. Both proceedings will be published prior to the conference.

The five invited plenary lectures and speakers are:

1. Prof Paul Ernest (United Kingdom):

What Does The New Philosophy Of Mathematics Mean For Mathematics Education?

2. Prof Wei Chi Yang (USA):

Making Mathematics Accessible to Most through Innovative Use of Technology

3. Prof Azlan Zanzali (Malaysia):

Issues in Developing Authentic Assessment in Mathematics Education

4. Prof Berinderjeet Kaur (Singapore):

Teaching And Learning Of Mathematics: What Really Matters To Teachers And To Students?

5. Prof Ryosuke Nagaoka (Japan):

How the Respect for Mathematics Education Can Be Kept In Societies: A Key Conception to Be Shared Among Mathematics Teachers

To encourage collaborations and cooperation among regional countries and locally, three types of committees have been set up:

(i) the International Programme Committee (IPC) which is chaired by Professor Dato' Dr. Rosihan M. Ali (the Deputy Vice Chancellor of USM) and consists of 15 members of mathematics educators from the East Asia and South East Asia countries; 

(ii) the National Programme Committee (NC) which made up of 12 members of local mathematics educators from various universities and educational institutions; and (iii) the Local Organizing Committee (LOC).

The official web page of the Conference is (http://www.usm.my/education/earcome4) where detail information can be found. The Local Organizing Committee can be reached at the address: earcome4@usm.my

Prepared by: Associate Professor Dr LIM, Chap Sam, Co-chair of the Local Organizing Committee
School of Educational Studies, Universiti Sains Malaysia

11800 Minden, Penang, Malaysia
Tel: 604-6533888 ext 3758
Fax: 604-6572907
Email: cslim@usm.my

An Educational Gold Mine gets the 2006 Alexander Award

Sister Cyril is a school principal with a doctorate in endocrinology from Lucknow University, India, who thinks differently about education, including Science, Maths and Technology (SMT), from many educationalists in Kolkata and India.

She threw away traditional textbooks, developing a pupil-exploratory investigatory approach to learning, something still totally foreign to teachers and learners in many countries.  Initially the teachers in Loreto Day School, Sealdah found this to be an uncomfortable challenge.  Now her team of dedicated staff have extended the programme by designing protocol sheets using the most basic equipment (bottles, basins, etc.) in an ordinary classroom: no excuse for not doing practical work here.

I was lucky enough to participate in a Class VI (age 10-11) science lesson on the properties of water.  Each of the 8-10 groups of 4 girls was doing a different investigation, following the work card.  They discussed observations and recorded outcomes in their neat notebooks.  

While the medium of instruction is English, it is not the mother-tongue for the majority of the girls.  Nevertheless they were able to communicate their understandings to me, displaying a sound grasp of the science and English.  It was evident that the girls had taken ownership of the knowledge gleaned through the investigation. I extend my thanks to Bandana Dutta Gupta and Class VI for letting me invade their special space.

The Maths and Technology department have also developed simple programmes for pupils in Class I-X for use within the school as well as their ‘village work’.  Avijit Majumder continues to develop practical ideas and materials for promoting teaching and learning.  

Every Thursday 157 girls (25% of the Class VII-X) board a bus and travel to a village where they teach 3500 rural pupils in Class I-IV.   This is seen as one of their educational and civic duties.  In other words, pupils are encouraged to take responsibility for their own learning and that of others.  Sister Cyril declared that absenteeism is non-existent on Thursdays.  What greater accolade can an educationalist wish for?

This progressive and relevant approach to education is not limited to SMT: all disciplines have moved over to pupil-led learning and teaching and Sister Cyril has written text books, We are the World, on experience-based value education for schools.  Essentially this is a practical and relevant approach to PSHE and Citizenship.

The work done by Sister Cyril and her dedicated team in a vibrant school is situated in one of the poorest areas of Kolkata and goes beyond the classroom. She had a roof put over the roof.  This project created a huge room to house 247 resident street children, The Rainbows.  These girls are given protection, food and shelter, and above all, love and respect, along with a chance to enter mainstream education.

The Rainbows also have responsibilities to others:  they ‘adopt a grandparent’ living on the local railway station, taking them food, a smile and a little bit of kindness every day.

A school is just a building, seldom utilised to capacity.  At night street homeless children sleep safely in the classrooms, unsupervised, and are up at the crack of dawn to clean and rearrange the classroom, bathe, attend breakfast and then join the whole school for morning assembly.

Another imaginative project is the ‘Trunk School’ or Barefoot Training system.  Research carried out by Loreto indicated that 46464 children in Kolkata were not receiving primary education nor were there schools for them to attend.  Sister Cyril’s solution was to develop Language, Maths and Science materials relevant to the educational level and existence of the children and train 1400 local unemployed but educated youth to teach these children.  These trained teachers (paid Rs1000 = £11.90 per month) carry the materials in a metal trunk to locations around Kolkata where children gather for lessons.

This amazing team who does so much with so little (only 700 of the 1400 girls pay fees) is unquestionably the deserved winner of the 2006 Alexander Award and I was honoured to be in Kolkata to review their programme and present the award.

There are many other projects ‘impacting the lives of over 450 000 of the poorest of the poor’ so visit www.loretosealdah.com to learn more about the work of this team, some of whom are from the same Order as Mother Theresa.  

Lyn Haynes, ASE International Committee, Hayneslyn@aol.com
This article was first published in the April issue of Education in Science and is reproduced here with the kind permission of the author of the article and the editor of that journal.

51st Session of the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women
Thanks to Sally Lipsey for emailing me this link to share with IOWME members:  http://www.iwhc.org/global/un/unhistory/csw2007.cfm
I have perseverance and intelligence, but no genius, that spark from heaven is not granted to the sex, we are of the earth, earthy, whether higher powers may be allotted to us in another state of existence God knows, original genius in science at least is hopeless in this. (Mary Somerville, ms notes for autobiography, in EC Patterson (1983) Mary Somerville and the Cultivation of Science, 1815-1840, Boston: Nijhoff, p89)
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