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Preface 

 

Welcome to this, the fourth volume of Contexts, our 
annual publication of students writing.  When studying for 
a professional qualification it soon becomes clear that the 
relation between theory and practice is a complicated one, 
it is rarely instantly recognisable and never clear cut or 
unmediated.  Theories cannot reflect the many different 
contexts in which informal and community educators work 
and the unique professional experiences they encounter; it 
is from these contexts and experiences that our students 
stories emerge, stories that we believe are worth reading 
because from these narratives and from this complex 
interplay of practice and theory new ideas and insights 
emerge. 

This collection of essays is drawn from across the college’s 
programmes of study from VRQ Level 2 certificate in 
Youth and Community work to BA Hons in Informal and 
Community Education.  These articles reflect different 
stages of our student’s journeys towards qualification and 
these pieces cover a range of formats from self assessments 
to critical evaluations of theory and practice.  

I have broadly organised this volume around a couple of 
key themes beginning with identity, and identification and 
ending with connectiveness, some articles may indeed seem 
to be relevant to both themes; however there was no pre- 
planned themes that students were asked to write to for 
this volume of work and ultimately what all the articles 
have in common is that we felt they offered something of 
interest to the field of youth and community work.   

The collection begins with Barry Steven’s exploration of 
the value and significance given to literacy.  He investigates 
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how cultural values and identity are embedded in and 
transmitted through literacy.  By reflecting on his Maori 
heritage Barry explores whether the importance assigned to 
literacy in many cultures has the potential to suppress as 
well as to benefit communication and culture.  Nicholas 
Estaphane’s article is concerned with the loss of cultural 
identity amongst third generation youth of Caribbean 
heritage living in the UK.  He explores whether these 
young people have lost a sense of their history and looks at 
the impact that language, the media and societies 
institutions has on the distortion of black identity.  In the 
third piece in this book we follow Tony Heeley as he 
guides us through his difficult but inspiring journey to 
becoming a student and practitioner of youth and 
community worker.  Everton Hylton explores the role of 
the community worker and the purpose of community 
education.  He explores the problems that community 
educators face when the desires and needs of their 
employing agency conflict with the desires and needs of 
local people; where does the community workers 
allegiances lay?   

Frederika Johnston, through a discussion of the issue of 
homelessness, discusses the interplay between private 
troubles and public issues, individual’s circumstances and 
structural factors.  She wraps up her article with an 
exploration of whether it is possible to influence change 
from the ground up.  Andy Barrett’s article which explores 
and problematises the notion of community through his 
experience of feeling connected to his beloved Fulham FC 
and the sense of solidarity he feels with other Fulham fans.  
Carmel Butal’s writing describes the importance of having 
a sociological imagination in her work with young people, 
of seeking to understand the bigger picture.  She explores 
the relationship between individuals and society, personal 
circumstances and structural inequalities.  We finish this 
edition with Jacqueline Weekes-Johnson exploration of 
supervision from a somewhat more critical perspective 
than is found in much of the literature available.  She looks 
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at whether supervision is a mechanism of control, 
manipulation and regulation and explores struggles for 
authority and the possibilities of developing equitable and 
sincere supervisory relationships.  Through an introducing 
the concept of ‘Ujaama’ Jacqueline offers us her ideas 
about how the supervision process may be improved.   

 

Before handing back to the authors I would like to thank 
them for their contribution and the ideas, insights and 
experiences that they so generously share with us as their 
readers.  My thanks also go to the editing team and to 
Colin Williams whose original generosity has made the 
annual publication of Contexts possible. 
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The Contributors 
 

Andy Barrett 

Returning from a 9 month period of backpacking around 
the world, Andy wanted to do something worthwhile with 
his life and started working part time at a local youth club 
six years ago.  A few months later Andy found himself 
working with young people on a full time basis in Reading 
as a keyworker where he managed a caseload of young 
people who he worked predominantly on a one to one 
basis with.  Andy did this for 4 years and it was during this 
time that he also started his BA (Hons) Degree in Informal 
Education at YMCA George Williams College.  Whilst 
completing his degree Andy moved into the role of 
Neighbourhood Youth Worker for a local authority where 
he gained experience of both detached and outreach work 
in the local community. 

Having got married in 2009 whilst completing the final 
year of his degree, Andy is looking forward to becoming a 
father for the first time in May and is currently working as 
a project coordinator for a young people’s charity in 
Aldershot.  

 

Carmel Butel 

Carmel was born and raised in Jersey and is currently 
working for the States of Jersey Youth Service as a 
sessional youth worker for St. Peter’s Youth Club and  a 
part time administrator for La Motte Street Youth Centre.  
Carmel gained so much from attending her local youth 
club through her teenage years that she never really left, 
staying on to become a volunteer worker.  20 years on with 
the encouragement and support of her line manager she 
enrolled on the distance learning programme at the YMCA 
George Williams College and is currently in her second 
year of study.  She feels that her studies have enabled her 



10 

 

to grow in confidence both professionally and personally 
allowing her to continually improve her practice. 
 

Nicholas Estephane  

Nicholas was born and raised in Hackney East London.  
After doing well in school he went through a phase of 
rebellion but was supported by his Youth Worker to follow 
his potential rather than the negative influences in his life 
and was encouraged to enrol at college to study 
Information Technology.  After completing three years of 
study his tutor suggested he should pursue his area of 
interest at University level.  However after two years of 
study he withdrew from the course as the passion for it had 
faded.  

Overcoming a second period of rebellion he decided to 
volunteer his time for a youth group based in Hackney 
East London.  From there he started volunteering for 
various other organisations and youth provisions within 
the area.  As he grew to enjoy the youth work challenge he 
decided to further his development within the field and 
began his studies at the YMCA George Williams College.  
After completing three years of study he now holds a 
Foundation Degree in Informal and Community 
Education with Distinction, and was awarded his BA 
Honours Degree in July 2010.  Nicholas currently works as 
a Student Liaison Officer within the ‘Student Progression 
Team’ at Bromley College of Further and Higher 
Education in Bromley Kent, where the battle continues!  

 

Tony Heeley 

Tony Heeley is currently a part time youth worker with 
Wakefield Council’s Youth Development and Support 
Services.  He works in a number of local youth clubs, 
detached mobile units and is particularly passionate about 
working with young people with learning disabilities.  This 
is just the beginning of his paid youth work career, which 
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has grown from his commitment to voluntary youth 
projects in his village and his voluntary work with the 
charity Nacro across Wakefield District.  Alongside other 
studies, Tony has completed his Level 2 certificate in 
Youth and Community work with a local provider who 
link in with YMCA George Williams College.  He is now 
keen to start on Level 3.   
 
Everton Hylton 

Everton was once told that he had a wide and varied past, 
too wide and too varied, he believes to contemplate what is 
most and least relevant to his journey as a youth and 
community worker.  Everton is in the final year of what he 
describes as an arduous but satisfying four years at the 
George Williams College that has ultimately been a great 
experience.  He was born not too far from the College; 
however despite this it took him a while to find his way 
onto the course.  After a failed previous attempt he started 
a business selling clothes after learning the craft at the 
London College of Fashion.  However, his desire to work 
with young people never waned and with a little bit of luck 
he eventually applied to the college and he is very proud 
that he is now able to add a contribution to this book and 
thanks everyone who has helped to make this possible. 

 

Frederika Johnston-Burns 

Fredereka moved from Dublin to London five years ago.  
In Dublin she was a fashion designer but in London she 
alternated between working as a barmaid, receptionist and 
TEFL teacher before becoming interested in youth work 
two and a half years ago.  She began as a volunteer in a 
centre for homeless young people.  After volunteering 
there for six months she decided that youth work was for 
her.  After encouragement from a colleague she applied to 
study at the YMCA George Williams College and is now in 
her second year, happy with her choice and constantly 
inspired by the people she works with.  
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Barry Stevens 

Barry is currently in his final year on the Distance 
Learning, Informal and Community Education BA Hons 
programme at the YMCA George Williams College.  He 
lives in the Forest of Dean in Gloucestershire and works as 
a full time Community Youth Worker for Herefordshire 
Council in the market town of Ross-On-Wye, where he 
was brought up.  On his journey he has been an advertising 
photographer, horticultural packager, and nightshift cashier 
at a petrol station. 

  

Jacqueline Weekes-Johnson 

Jacqueline was born in Leicester along with her twin 
brother Geoffrey but she considers herself ‘a full fledge 
Jamaican’.  She spent a major part of her life in the West 
Indies with her beloved aunt (queen) whom she refers to as 
her mom.  It was there that she met her husband Rikki and 
together they produced three wonderful children Michael, 
Ricardo and Rashaine all of whom they are extremely 
proud of. 

She has done many jobs including working for Barts and 
the London Hospital as a phlebotomist.  However, in 2004 
she was offered the opportunity to work at Forest Young 
Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and realised that like 
her mom, she has a passion for working with young 
people.  She enrolled on the Informal and Community 
Education programme at George Williams College as a 
mature full time student whilst working full time and in 
2010 she successfully completed her BA (Honours) degree.  
Jacqueline now works for two local councils providing 
essential life skills to young people.  She has a unique way 
of combining her youth work skills with another passion: 
cooking.  Jacqueline is looking forward to owning her own 
business in culinary arts as she continues to let her light 
shine in her own ‘little’ way. 
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Why am I writing this? 

Barry Stevens 

 

If I choose to write, it is more often than not, to 
communicate ideas.  It is my intention to investigate to 
some degree how ideas may or may not be interpreted, or 
gain a life of their own once taken up by a new recipient.  

If you have picked up a copy of Contexts then I am writing 
for someone who, I believe, has both an understanding of 
the media with which I am communicating, and of the 
subject of this piece along with its specific language.  I may 
fail to express with clarity the ideas which have come to my 
mind about literacy, yet I may still unknowingly disclose 
belief systems and ideas in my use of literacy, just as 
anyone might disclose aspects of their character, 
knowledge or personality, if they hold regard for the ‘Jo-
Hari’ window model (Luft and Ingham 1955). 

In this instance my view is the written word will transmit 
more accurately the significances of the subject of literature 
than an interpretive dance or a carving, but I also recognise 
just because literacy is the media which most societies have 
chosen to default to, it does not automatically mean the 
resulting cultures of these societies are richer. 

 

Values within Literacy 

My father was a Maori, brought up on a dairy farm in the 
North Island of New Zealand.  As I understand it, he was 
encouraged by his parents and grandparents to engage 
with, and learn the educational practices of the western 
society where much emphasis was placed on literacy as a 
yardstick for measuring the worth of an academic.  He was 
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soon to discard the language of his childhood at the age of 
four, in favour of the dominant literate practices of the 
‘Pakeha’ (Non Maori settlers).  In fact he became one of 
the first Maori to achieve an MA at Victoria University in 
Wellington. 

As a young teacher in the late 1940’s he was asked by his 
best friend, a white Maori, if there was a place for the 
Maori language in New Zealand Schools.  He replied 
‘There was no place for the Maori language because, as 
everyone knew, it was a dying language, and he was living 
proof of that truth’.  On the other hand, he ventured the 
opinion that ‘as long as you taught the kids some action 
songs and a haka [the challenge best known for being 
performed by the ‘All Blacks’ at the beginning of a match] 
your teacher grades would be enhanced by the ‘Pakeha’ 
inspectors who visited from time to time’ (Macgregor J 
2004). 

Perhaps my father would have sympathised at the time 
with Goody and Watts’ (1963) view that a non-literate 
society ‘makes much more difficult the questioning of 
beliefs, or the challenging of one view of what is by 
another’ (Moss 2009). 

Only 100 years previous to my father making these 
comments, the majority of the Maori undertook an 
agreement with the British Crown in the ‘Treaty of 
Waitangi’ while having no real understanding of the 
meaning of some of the language used in it.  This was 
because Maori society was an oral rather than literate one.  

Maori beliefs and attitudes towards ownership and 
use of land were different from those prevailing in 
Britain and Europe.  The chiefs saw themselves as 
‘kaitiaki’ or guardians of the land, and would 
traditionally grant permission for the land to be used 
for a time for a particular purpose.  Some may have 
thought that they were leasing the land rather than 
selling it, leading to disputes with the occupant 
settlers.  (Wikipedia) 
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Now, hundreds of lawyers later, they do have a clearer 
understanding of concepts of ownership, although it is at a 
cost.  

The argument is here, that surely the literacy of the 
agreement was not inert.  The Waitangi Agreement rudely 
dragged the Maori into the literate age.  Contained inside it 
were the values of the culture within which it is borne.  
That is to say, in undertaking the process of embracing the 
literacy, the Maori began to engage with key values in the 
literacy of the culture which bore it.  Ownership and 
possession are now recognised and understood.  A 
question for me is, has the culture of the Maori been 
enriched through this understanding? 

When my father answered the question about whether he 
believed the Maori language and literacy had a place in the 
education system, I believe he answered in the context of 
an educator contextualising the role of an indigenous 
language in terms of engaging with the masses, socially, in 
the work place and educationally.  What has emerged over 
the past thirty years is a reawakening of interest in the 
culture of the Maori people.  There is an impotency in the 
literature of the Pakeha which does not access the culture 
of the Maori and thus new methods have been developed 
to enable Maori people to re-engage with their language.  
‘Te Ataarangi’ (New Dawn) is a method of teaching the 
Maori language using coloured rods and large amounts of 
spoken language.  The approach uses less literal apparatus 
like books and pens and places more emphasis on 
becoming articulate in the spoken word. 

‘Originally, that is all that there was.  Our reo (language) is 
an oral language,’ says Jennifer Pewhairangi.  ‘All of our 
korero (conversing with individuals and community) was 
passed down to us through waiata (song) and karakia 
(prayer) . . . we love hearing and speaking Maori more than 
writing it’.  ‘If you do not have language, you lose its value, 
your identity and you lose your korero … without them, 
then who are you?’  For many Maori ‘…it’s a new dawn 
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and new start of learning’.  The Maori language and tikanga 
(culture) went hand in hand…you can’t have one without 
the other… and this was the key to learning, she said.  
(Gillespie 2008) 

One utopian view might be that homogenization of 
humanity to the culture of literacy and the values of literacy 
in expressing cultural identity would be more beneficial, 
but for some this would rob people of that very identity.  
The Maori culture still lends modern society ways of 
working with young people and families which were 
developed without literacy.  We benefit because literacy 
transmits the principles and method, however the treasure 
of these principles and methods are in their universality 
and ability to translate to a literate society, not so much in 
the literacy which carries it.  

My father wanted to prove himself academically equal, if 
not better than his European peers.  He was encouraged in 
particular by his Maori grandparents, to buy in to the 
European culture and the benefits of its recognised 
educational practices and the advantages of democracy.  
Then the Maori language, rather undemocratically, was 
relegated to a novelty add on for the Pakeha education 
system, a sort of cultural seasoning for the curriculum.  I 
can only guess what influence this may have had on the 
spirit of the Maori; however Te Ataarangi is the rousing 
cultural response. 

In the play Mountain Language, Harold Pinter focuses ‘on 
the brutalities of a society which forbids a minority of its 
population to speak in their own language, it is a play of 
few words which add up to an eloquent indictment on the 
banning of human utterance’ (Paul Taylor 2001).  The play 
ends tragically with an elderly victim beaten physically and 
emotionally into a ‘Pavlovian’ response of silence, 
paralysed by the brutality.  He uses words to combat the 
absence of words.  However, it is believed to have been 
written after the occasion when Conservative Home 
Secretary Douglas Hurd announced that organisations in 
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Northern Ireland believed to support terrorism would be 
banned from directly broadcasting on the airwaves.  Sinn 
Fein, the political wing of the IRA, was the main target and 
it meant that instead of hearing Gerry Adams, viewers and 
listeners would hear an actor’s voice reading a transcript of 
the Sinn Fein leader’s words.  So play writing was not the 
only response, there was also the ingenuity and the 
mischievousness nature of those who had thought carefully 
through the situation to respond to the hostility of having a 
voice taken away, which made the situation so farcical.  

So how good is literacy in supporting the implementation 
of democracy if as we have seen it appears to have the 
ability to carry covertly suppressing and unhelpful 
principles?  And what about literacies own reputation and 
importance in the traditional academia? 

 

Hierarchies  

Perhaps Goody and Watt (1963) were correct to assert that 
literacy is inextricably entwined with the development of 
democracy, because of ‘the citizens ability to read the law 
and vote’, however a British society within its own 
understanding of increasing literacy skills evidenced by ever 
escalating numbers of tests and benchmarks, seems to have 
made homogeneous the voting of a celebrity on ice, the 
voting of a celebrity in a jungle and the voting of a 
politician (or occasionally celebrity) into parliament.  In 
fact, facilitation of a vote, to some extent through 
democratising processes, seems to have resulted as much in 
the weakening of the voting muscle when it is required for 
the (arguably) more weighty tasks of electing an MP or 
changing governments.  

Good literacy, it seems, does not necessarily bring with it 
the wisdom required, to wield itself most effectively.  
Surely the task is not to democratise a community or 
communities use of literature but to democratise the tools 
and gifts we use as society to form, sustain and live out our 
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communities.  Ken Robinson argues ‘I don’t think there’s a 
kid in America, or anywhere in the world, who gets out of 
bed in the morning wondering what they can do to raise 
their state’s reading standards.  They get out of bed, if 
they’re motivated, by their own interests and their own 
development … I think we should be personalising 
everything in schools.  We should be looking at ways of 
making education relevant to each individual child.  And 
there’s no other way of improving standards’ (Robinson 
2009).  Robinson would probably be in agreement over the 
levelling of the curricula with creative subjects such as the 
arts being hauled up to the same echelon as literacy and 
numeracy.  There would be resistance to what would be 
such a paradigm shift in the understanding of the 
importance of all subjects and interests within the curricula 
of the education system, especially from educators, if only 
on the basis that ‘it’s not been done that way before’.     

Shirley Brice Heath asks the question, ‘does modern 
society contain certain conditions which restrict literacy 
just as some traditional societies do?’ I obviously become 
mindful of the policies and processes which I employ in 
the role of a youth worker for the council.  Jargon is rife in 
the literal world of the local authority and of youth work, 
from a CRB to a CAF, from a risk management to a KPI, 
and yet I am a youth and community worker within a 
community which would never otherwise come in contact 
with such language.  If anything it creates divide and 
imposes hierarchical processes which perhaps do not need 
to exist.  So there may or may not be resistance to shifting 
literacy from its academic pedestal, however as soon as it is 
in the hands of academics, considerable effort seems to go 
into making it unfathomable. 

One of the more potentially democratising technologies 
which we have for working with and developing forms of 
literacy is the World Wide Web.  Societies…  

Can add their voice, have their say, create their 
video.  It means that there’s a sort of huge explosion 
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and, in some ways, democratisation of creativity and 
voice that people who might simply have once 
listened can become active and participant.  And 
that’s a huge change in our culture because it creates 
this kind of almost digital folk culture in which the 
means of expression become much more available 
to many more people rather than just been narrowly 
controlled.  (Leadbeater 2009) 

 

In an interview with Sir Tim Berners-Lee on the television 
programme The Virtual Revolution Dr Aleks Krotoski states 
that the gap between the digital haves and the digital have-
nots is decreasing, though realistically, Berners-Lee himself 
admits that the task ahead is to move from the rough 
figure of twenty to twenty five percent of people in the 
world currently accessing the Web, to a situation where the 
other eighty percent are accessing it.  This of course brings 
with it many questions about accessibility and what tools 
and skills, besides access to a computer, would facilitate 
access to the Web in terms of communities around the 
world. 

For all the democratising potential of the Web, the very 
nature of the accessibility began to create problems for 
applications and sites.  ‘Wikipedia’ the online encyclopaedia 
which relies on contributions from any member of the 
public for information suffered in particular from 
misinformation being typed in randomly.  Like most 
societies it has led to the development of a hierarchical 
structure of monitoring and reporting to help safeguard 
against the misinformation.  It seems that even on-line 
communities default to some form of pecking order 
mirroring the culture which formed them, and that in itself 
means an elite will ultimately have control of information 
gathering systems we use through our chosen literacy, no 
different perhaps from the medieval times when the clergy 
would have held the literate power. 
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Conclusion 

Given the development of technologies there may well be 
an evolutionary change in the processes the majority of 
people interact with one another.  My voice, my image, my 
touch can activate and transmit without the media of the 
traditional literacy I was brought up with, but I would 
never venture to say that my language or literacy is dying, 
because within it is a culture, an ethos and values which 
will always strive to bubble to the surface, and within the 
culture is, as a human my own desire for significance.   

The companionship of democracy and literacy are best 
outworked in the emergence of Te Ataarangi, when we 
challenge the events around us through writing and 
journalism and the occasional healthy disregard for 
hierarchy such as has been seen with the ‘Wiki-leak’ 
material in December 2010.  As potent as the evolutionary 
drive to pass on our genes is the idea we might transcend 
mortality through our thoughts, philosophies and notions 
and be able to influence for the good, from beyond the 
grave. 

In the democratisation of skills, the literates, as the minute 
takers of history still hold a few cards which make the 
position too valuable to be left in the hands of a minority.  
Great care and attention must be taken by them to 
recognise the literacy they use is not purely benign, but 
carries with it philosophies and principles which may or 
may not fit neatly with the cultures they intend to benefit. 
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Youth of Caribbean Heritage: 

Identity, Culture, Resistance 

 

Nicholas Estaphane 

 

Abstract 

The intent of what follows is to explore the current social 
position of third generation youth of Caribbean heritage.  
Over the years there has been a growing social distrust of 
this group of young people, while Caribbean family units 
have apparently been helpless in addressing the possible 
causes of this.  I will explore the seeming breakdown of the 
Caribbean family unit and ask to what extent this might be 
a contributing factor in terms of Caribbean youth being 
categorised.  Further I will question what has happened to 
traditional values and who or what might be responsible 
for their demise?  To what extent does the media help 
generate disparaging stereotypes of Caribbean youth?   

 

Introduction 

I am a second generation descendant of Caribbean 
heritage, born and raised within the east end of London.  
However, I was raised to the same principals, standards 
and values that might be thought of as traditionally 
Caribbean; a high regard for the family unit, the 
importance of senior family members, to have respect for 
yourself, to embrace your culture and know who you are 
and where you are coming from.  But I noticed that some 
of my generational peers have more or less ruled out or 
rejected this approach to life.  I have, for some time, 
wondered if this might have left the third generation, 
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today’s young people lacking a definite identity compass.  
When I have approached young people of Caribbean 
heritage and asked them how they identify themselves, the 
response I get back is often a version of “I don’t know”. 

As such, this chapter is an attempt to understand this third 
generation and what has brought them to what I have 
grown to understand as their state of unconsciousness in 
the South Hackney area in East London; the district where 
I was born, raised and experienced the changes of attitude 
towards the group I will refer to as Caribbean Youth.  

The first part of my study will look at the family as a 
determining influence in terms of values and a fundamental 
factor with regard to identifying one’s self; understanding 
who one is by way of historical awareness of one’s family 
and heritage, in the development of self-consciousness, 
personal poise and integrity in the face of a world that is 
increasingly fragmented. 

The second part of the work will take a post-colonisation, 
Fanonian perspective; ‘the colonised mentality’ and the loss 
of culture.  For Fanon, the colonial system should be 
responded to with violence in order for the colonised to 
regain a sense of selfhood.  With this done the colonised 
would then be able to create/produce a new identity.  This 
however would only be possible through the rejection of 
the coloniser’s culture.  

However Caribbean youth appear to have rejected their 
own and British culture and norms; rejecting their heritage 
and adopting a somewhat amorphous subcultural identity.  
When considering other forms of sub culture, such as 
Rastafarianism, its purpose is defined.  Rastafarianism 
promotes peace and oneness; the rejection of oppressive 
systems.  It also encourages a consciousness of one’s 
cultural and ancestral linage, a general awareness of life and 
the world.  However, talking with Caribbean youth I have 
found they seem to have no concern or often even interest 
in their identity or where they are coming from.  



29 

 

When considering Fanon’s ideas relating Creoleism, it 
draws me to the parents of Caribbean youth.  Are parents, 
at least in part, responsible for the loss of their children’s 
cultural identity?  According to Fanon, when confronting 
the coloniser’s culture, ‘Creole’ was used to reject the 
French language.  Developing out of the experience of 
slavery, the language and culture of Creole was used as a 
way of creating a sub culture for slaves; they rejected the 
French coloniser’s spoken word and created a broken form 
of French in order to communicate with one another.  This 
made the language their own.  Have the second generation, 
the parents of today’s Caribbean Youth, dismissed this 
notion?  If so what price have they paid for this rejection?  
Partly, as a consequence, have the youth of Caribbean 
heritage become commodities of the urban rap and grime 
culture?  Have the parents of third generation youth 
disregarded their mother tongue in order to aspire to the 
colonial mentality?  And what role does the media play in 
terms of its’ representation of the black youth?  

There has been a considerable amount of research 
conducted around the under achievement of black boy’s in 
education.  Within this it is claimed, suggested or implied 
that youth with Caribbean heritage fair less well than those 
with more recent African ancestry.  The possible reasons 
for this appear to be many and varied, but proposed 
cultural differences seem to be influential.  For example, 
Woodward (1997) addresses issues around culture, media 
and identities.  

 

The Family - Knowing one’s Routes 

A people without the knowledge of their past history, origin 
and culture is like a tree without roots.  (Garvey, 1986: 73) 

Garvey noticed that once Black people from the Caribbean 
became full citizens of the United States they identified 
themselves as American, swiftly dismissing their cultural 
heritage.  I can confidently relate this experience to the 
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social position of Caribbean youth I work with.  For 
Garvey, education was the means to liberate Black people 
and the means by which a Black consciousness might 
develop, to facilitate Black people’s achievement of 
political, economic and cultural independence.  Not unlike 
Fanon (1952) Garvey was interested in Black people 
developing personal and group dignity which had been 
denied them as a consequence of slavery and colonisation.  
He wanted Black people to stop thinking they were inferior 
beings and believe that they are able to acquire knowledge 
and so emancipate their own minds and thinking from 
mental slavery.  

With this in mind, while undertaking my research, I asked 
if Caribbean Youth might be part of a social and political 
nexus that keeps them in a state of mental slavery and, if 
so, who might be responsible for the lack of knowledge 
that Garvey understood to be the fulcrum of this situation; 
perhaps the family (parents/grandparents)?  It is this 
institution that has long been seen, particularly by political 
commentators and the media as being culpable in what has 
been described as the social failure of youth of Caribbean 
heritage.  But it is probably too simple and not very helpful 
to merely proportion blame on the older generation.  It 
seems more rational to ask if the impact of the state on 
Caribbean families living in (for example) South Hackney 
has had a detrimental effect on families of Caribbean 
origin, leaving young people from this social group 
exposed to exploitation.  

I presented the above questions relating to the family unit 
to a group of Hackney residents; a father and his 17 year-
old son; two mothers’ one with her son, the other with her 
daughter, both aged 16 and a youth work manager.  One of 
the mothers was born and raised in Dominica, but the 
other parents were all second generation Caribbean 
heritage; two were born in London.  The father had been 
separated from his son’s mother for a significant time.  
One mother had also separated from her son’s father.  The 
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other mother had been married to her daughter’s father for 
twelve years.  The mother who accompanied her son, in 
the main, expressed negative views about her son’s father 
and their seemingly turbulent relationship.  She relayed 
how ‘he was the one who took the decision to leave’.  She 
argued that if her son’s father had stayed as part of the 
family unit her son would have had more of an 
opportunity to become more aware of his cultural heritage 
as his parents live in Jamaica (her parents live in the UK).  

In my experience of South Hackney, single parent families 
are common in poor black communities.  It has been 
argued that young black men, lacking a father figure, are 
more prone to involvement in crime.  A Commons 
Committee report (2006-2007) included an investigation 
into young black people and the criminal justice system.  
This claimed that 57 percent of black Caribbean children 
grew up in lone parent households, this compared with 25 
percent of white children.  

Speaking from an American context, Angela Davis (2000) 
refers to a report conducted in 1991 entitled ‘The 
Sentencing Project’.  This indicated that around 25 percent 
of young African-American men, between the ages of 18-
24 were incarcerated.  However a few years later the same 
project produced a similar report that found in 3-4 years 
the percentage had risen from 25 to 32 percent.  However 
Davis questioned the circumstances behind the figures, she 
said:  

The most likely people to go to prison are young African-
American men.  Over one third of all young black men are in 
prison or directly under the surveillance of the criminal justice 
system.  Now something is wrong with that...Don’t you 
think?  Now one of the problems of course is that, as we see 
the material expansion of the criminal justice system, what I 
call the prison industrial complex there is also an ideological 
campaign to persuade people that criminals can be recognised 
by virtue of their race.  (Davis, 2000 – CD) 
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Davis continues: 

As a matter of fact, the figure of a criminal is indeed a young 
black man.  So all of us learn to be afraid of young black 
men... Am I right?  And this happens often regardless of 
what race or ethnicity we might be because the same thing 
happens in black communities.  Black people learn how to be 
afraid of young black men”.  (Davis, 2000 – CD)  

For Davis there is a reason why ever-growing numbers of 
people are being incarcerated (within ‘prison industrial 
complex’); echoing Foucault (1997) she sees the purpose is 
not to rehabilitate but to punish, a function that mirrors 
and confirms the nature of society and so the institutions it 
spawns, including the family unit, education and even the 
re-writing or totally eliminating aspects of personal and 
social history.  This is ‘Carceral’; Foucault’s ‘society as 
prison’.  

How can young people of Caribbean heritage start to gain 
a sure understanding of their roots when it is constantly 
being distorted by this system?  If one is constantly being 
told that the group one is conscripted to or categorised as 
being (young black men for instance) is educationally 
suspect, or potentially or actually criminal, via state 
investigation or media portrayal, how is one able to 
consistently denounce this verdict on an individual or 
group level?  How far will a population tutored by the mass 
media and convinced by state statistics listen to the labelled 
criminal claiming innocence or the apparently confirmed 
ignoramus’ protests about their potential to learn?  Will 
not, in the end, the metaphorically branded individual be 
likely to look in the mirror to see there reflected an idiot 
and/or offender?  As Davis (2000) points out, the state 
seeks to constantly distort the image and reputation of the 
black working class family unit.  
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Values  

The Wind Rush era was a time of high expectations for 
those who came to the UK from the Caribbean.  Their 
impact was enormous and exceptional.  This relatively 
small group of people were to make a tremendous impact 
on Britain, eventually changing the attitude and outlook of 
the country.  Their energy and ambition caused them to 
punch way above their weight, helping to rebuild a nation 
out of the ashes of war.  They also offered significant 
proportion of the muscle required to energise to the newly 
privatised service industries; they became part of the soul 
of the National Health Service and the spine of the new 
welfare state, arguably the proudest and highest 
achievements of contemporary British history.  In the 
process this vibrant and energetic population provided the 
kiss of life to commercial enterprise.  As such, this patient, 
industrious and supportive population justifiably believed 
that both they and their children would benefit from the 
life prospects they had helped to make possible for the 
whole population of the UK.  

My father for one worked for the Ford Motor Plant based 
in Dagenham until his retirement, and return to St Lucia.  
My uncles not only helped make London Underground 
work, but one of the most efficient public transport 
services in the world during the 1950s and 1960s (this was 
before the self-demeaning concept of ‘Jamaican time’).  
Those who followed in their wake, making the journey 
from Caribbean shores, dedicated themselves, in their 
hundreds of thousands, to pulling Britain out of the debt 
of America and making the country a leading European 
power.  These Atlantian venturers worked more than hard 
and righteously took pride in what they achieved (although 
their accomplishments have hardly been fully celebrated or 
marked).  But all the way through the great exodus family 
values were honoured and remembered.  My childhood 
memories are coloured by my mother’s constant efforts to 
send money back home to her mother and father.  
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There was a real, concrete and genuine support network, 
given a life and joie de vivre being translated by tradition, 
custom and ritual.  This created a foundation that my 
generation could build on.  It was customary for my 
parents’ generation for the man to be the head of the 
household, the one who ‘put the food on the table’.  This 
headship was something given out of respect for the 
person, but also in recognition of the long and crushingly 
hard hours spent in the bowels of the massive car plant in 
the Essex/East London no man’s land.  However, the wife 
and mother were in no-way secondary of lesser roles.  
Mothers demanded and were given respect, love and were 
honoured and recognised for their strength and fortitude.  
My mother was not lamely dependent upon my father; she, 
like many of her Caribbean sisters was a working woman.  
For all that, the part of financial contributor to the family 
was relatively a small aspect of my mother’s existence.  Her 
main focus was the raising of her children, which meant 
she became the anchor of the home and home life.  

Talcott Parsons (1937) framed a theory of masculine 
identity.  This proposed that the main social role for an 
adult male was breadwinner, while the female role was 
more domesticated.  As the former was, as a consequence 
of his role, relatively absent from the family home.  This 
being the case for much of the time he was unable to 
function as a masculine role model for his children.  For 
Parsons this resulted in both male and female children 
tending to identify more with their mother.  In this 
situation the male child sought disapproval from the 
mother, for example, his aggressive and destructive nature 
provoked a negative reaction from the mother.  According 
to Parsons, the male child perceived these characteristics to 
be masculine.  

While the voice of Parson comes from the pre-Second 
World War era, the situation he depicts is not too different 
from the position many single parent families from poor 
black communities find themselves in, with no adult male 
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role model, or in some cases no father figure at all.  Black 
male youth living in poor communities are subject to 
behavioural expectations.  For instance, being tough and 
committing certain crimes.  These are deemed masculine 
characteristics in such communities but they also achieve 
the disapproval of the mother.  However, overall these 
reactions trigger a reaction in and from the wider social 
spectrum that too often portrays black boys as unreasoning 
brutes and criminals.  

But I, as a Black man, originated from an environment 
populated by young black men but maintain grace, poise 
and a mild manner that goes completely against the 
predictions of the social scientist and the portrayal of the 
media.  However, I find when efforts to brand my 
character are frustrated by my manner; I am then told that 
I am ‘distinguished’.  In other words, I fail to fit what is 
seen as normal for my ‘type’.  Gilroy expresses the 
following in terms of ‘defining’ black culture: 

...The chief effect of this unhappy situation is that today’s 
crisis of black social life is routinely represented as a crisis of 
masculinity alone.  The integrity of the race is defined 
primarily as the integrity of its menfolk and secondarily 
through the patriarchally ordered nature of the families over 
which they would profoundly and justly preside if white 
supremacy did not intervene and create catastrophe.  (1993: 
7)        

Gilroy argues that the political aspect of black culture 
cannot be identified by the depiction of the black male 
stereotype, as the white social analyst places greater 
emphasis on gender and sexuality when exploring identity.  
Therefore the fact that the black male role model is absent 
reflects the ‘thuggish’ or ‘brute like’ behaviour of the black 
youth.  Strengthening Gilroy’s statement in relation to my 
example of my own social expectations, it becomes 
abundantly clear that black culture is indeed defined via a 
stereotypical image of the black man, the black woman and 
the black youth.   
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Studies of single parent families and associated 
involvement in crime often argue for a strong relationship 
between the two variables.  According to one study, 
children raised in single-parent families are one-third more 
likely to exhibit anti-social behaviour.  It was found that, 
holding other variables constant, black children from 
single-parent households are twice as likely to commit 
crimes as black children from a family where the father is 
present.  Nearly 70 percent of juveniles in state reform 
institutions come from fatherless homes, as do 43 percent 
of prison inmates (Mortimer 2005). 

According to Mortimer’s findings there is a distinct 
correlation between single parent families and crime.  
Sportsmen and musicians, particularly rap artists, are 
considered the most prevalent role models amongst young 
black men and women.  There seems to be a cry for more 
positive role models that youth might aspire to emulate.  A 
study carried out in the USA, between January 1994 and 
December 1995, used a sample of 4,500 black youths, 
ranging from 10 to 18.  The sample was drawn from towns 
and cities in 22 states and aimed to identify common role 
models within the black community.  The major finding of 
this study was the overwhelming choice of athletes or 
sports figures as role models for all groups ranging from 85 
percent of the 10 year olds to 98 percent of the 18 year 
olds.  Film or television stars accounted for the second 
highest category for non-sports role model personalities.  
None of the children indicated an educator as his role 
model (Assibiy-Mensah, 1997: 244).  

The apparent reluctance to choose academics or educators 
as role models might have been due to a lack of awareness 
about African-American males in academia amongst the 
research sample (Assibiy-Mensah, 1997: 245).  But the lack 
of a wider range of or even positive role models in black 
communities has caused a great deal of concern.  For some 
a new generation of role models, distinct from sportsmen 
or rap stars, are needed, drawn from the legal profession, 
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business and education, to counter under-achievement and 
involvement in crime (see for example Womack, 2007). 

 

In Terms of Language - The Colonised Mentality 

...To speak means to be in a position to use a certain syntax, 
to grasp the morphology of this or that language, but it means 
above all to assume a culture, to support the weight of a 
civilization...  The Negro of the Antilles will be 
proportionately whiter – that is, he will come closer to being a 
real human being – in direct ratio to his mastery of the 
French language”.  (Fanon 1952: 8) 

Fanon argued that the colonial system should be 
disregarded by the rejection of the coloniser’s culture.  This 
would be carried out in order for the colonised to regain a 
sense of selfhood.  With this done the colonised would 
then be able to create/produce a new identity, this 
however would only be possible after the rejection of the 
coloniser’s culture.  Fanon (1952) like Foucault (1977) 
questions (from vastly different perspectives) the 
‘technologies’ of social discipline, the latter understanding 
prison, the family, hospitals and other institutions, while 
Fanon examines the mechanisms of colonial society as a 
means of mass control and subordination.  

Fanon (1952) looks at how the spoken word can be a 
dominating force in racial oppression and exploitation.  He 
argues that language became a testimony for the power 
imbalance and reassertion of difference within society.  By 
speaking the language of the colonisers, the colonised 
continue to allow for their own enslavement through a 
kind of cultural imprisonment.  Later Foucault similarly 
explores the hegemonic power in language and culture.  
The quote from Fanon above reflects his thought of how 
the ‘Antilles Negro’ should reject the language and cultural 
traditions of the aggressor (France) and find their own 
culture, which is separate from that of the colonial 
bourgeoisie.  Fanon argues that the colonial bourgeois 
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imitation of their French equivalent (a lukewarm attempt at 
emulating French society) keeps the Antilles and other 
indigenous Caribbean culture oppressed.  According to 
Fanon, the colonised intellectual will never empower 
themselves until they break from the valorisation of French 
language and culture and begin to separate themselves 
from it. 

W.E.B. DuBois (1903) explores a similar aspect of 
colonisation within the United States.  DuBois describes 
the Negro experience as a sort of ‘seventh son’.  Born with 
a veil, and gifted with second sight within the American 
world, a world which yields him no true self-consciousness, 
but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the 
‘other world’.  DuBois describes the Black experience 
within America at that particular time as an almost ‘double 
consciousness’; this sense of always looking at one’s self 
through the eyes of others.  Dubois uses the ‘veil’ as a 
metaphor for the separation and invisibility of black life 
and existence within America.  With this in mind it seems 
appropriate to ask how far has society come since these 
observations by DuBois?    

When looking at the ideas of the likes of Fanon, Foucault 
and DuBois in the light of the situation that both second 
and third generation adults and youth of Caribbean 
heritage find themselves occupying, the issue or 
complexities of the colonised mentality becomes a little 
more apparent.  Perhaps the greatest colonisation is the 
colonisation of the mind?  In the initial stages of 
colonisation, the conquered people are enslaved and 
controlled with brute force.  The nakedness of this 
brutality can however provoke the colonised, having little 
to lose in their degradation, to rise up in revolt against the 
coloniser.  To maintain control and so productivity and 
profit the coloniser has to develop other methods of 
control, that can include the literal winning over of the 
minds of the colonised, a state that Marx might have 
matched to his notion of ‘false consciousness’.  The 
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resulting ‘colonial mentality’ once achieved can then be 
passed down from generation to generation as ‘the way 
things are’.   

While talking about youth of Caribbean heritage with the 
group of second and third generation parents and young 
people from this background the topic of language was 
explored; I presented my experience of being a second 
generation descendent of St Lucian heritage to the group.  
I explained that although I was born and raised in the UK, 
I am able to speak fluently in the Creole language.  I 
articulated my concern that a growing number of both 
second and third generation individuals of Creole decent 
are losing or have completely lost their mother tongue.  
One of the mothers, a second generation Dominican, born 
in Dominica, but raised in the UK, asked me if both my 
parents were St Lucian.  I told her they were.  She said that 
for her, having two parents who speak the same language 
or who share a mother tongue makes it easier for their 
children to pick it up or learn that language.  I asked the 
mother if both her parents were Dominican.  She 
confirmed that was the case, but they had never spoken 
Creole to their children, although they speak Creole 
amongst themselves or to their friends.  

It is not unusual for people from other cultures who have 
settled in Britain, for instance Turkish or Bengali, to pass 
on their language to their children, so I asked myself why 
this family and perhaps other Caribbean families fail to do 
the same.  The mother went on to express her 
disappointment that her own daughter could not speak or 
understand Creole.  However I found her response 
somewhat contradictory as she later went on to claim that 
Creole was not a recognised language, and that this was the 
reason why her parents had perhaps chosen not to expose 
their children to it.  The same approach appears to apply in 
Martinique (the birth place of Fanon himself) where my 
sister currently resides.  It is the neighbouring island of St 
Lucia, where those who happen to live outside the capital 
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city, that being Castries, are looked down upon as they only 
speak Creole.  My mother and father would certainly be 
looked upon as ‘country bumpkins’ as my mother spoke 
very little English when she migrated to England in the 
1960s.  She was born in Choiseul, a little fishing village, and 
as such would have been seen as uneducated, not being 
fluent in the coloniser’s language.  Fanon paints a similar 
picture in his discussion of Creolism: 

The middle class in the Antilles never speak Creole except to 
their servants.  In school the children of Martinique are 
taught to scorn the dialect.  One avoids Creolisms.  Some 
families completely forbid the use of Creole, and mothers 
ridicule their children for speaking it.  (Fanon 1952: 10)   

Kennedy Samuel form the St Lucian Folk Research Centre 
(FRC), a non-profit organisation, based on the Island, 
expressed the following:   

Creole came out of the African colonial experience, one of the 
things the colonial system tried to do was wipe out the culture 
of the Africans, but the Africans always found ingenious 
ways of preserving their culture across the generations and the 
Creole language is a classic example.  They preserved the deep 
structure of their language, the syntax and the semantics, by 
hiding it within the words of the dominant colonial language.  
It was referred to as ‘broken French’: ‘There go the natives 
trying to speak our French language without speaking it 
properly’.  But in reality, it was a totally different language 
operating under the guise of French vocabulary.  (Samuel 
2010)  

The state of mental colonisation might be thought of as 
taking a number of guises.  Specialised education systems, 
like those in St Lucia and the UK, together with exposure 
to the usually carefully mediated popular media, are used to 
partially colonise the minds of the people.  Both my 
personal and professional experience, together with my 
research as a student, has shown me that this is not a thing 
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of the past.  The means of contemporary colonisation are 
television, radio, the music industry, newspapers and the 
internet.  Entertainment and what passes as news (to some 
it is mostly propaganda) can be seen to be often slanted, 
causing the pretty much passive viewer/reader/listener to 
form desired opinions via the promotion of disguised 
prejudice.  Primarily, however, it is state education that is 
the hub of information control and the embedding of the 
colonial mentality.  

An education that limits or even bans colloquialisms or 
complete idioms, such as Creole, that at the same time 
promotes or propagates the rewritten histories of people 
and whole continents, to suit purpose is not education; it is 
an elaborate form of indoctrination via propaganda.  At 
school I was always told history was very important and 
should be taken seriously, however when one break’s the 
word down it becomes clear that it indeed spells out ‘his 
story’ – a very white, masculine story that validates existing 
structures of exploitation as the producers of 
enlightenment and liberation.  

 

The Loss of Culture 

The colonial mentality has played a part in the loss of 
culture.  I make this statement because I have found that 
the youth of Caribbean heritage cannot identify with their 
culture.  The coercive nature of the state in terms of what 
an individual ought to learn, and the way in which an 
individual is educated, plays a large part within the colonial 
process.  Books and curricula are chosen more or less by 
the existing powers i.e. corporate interests, government, 
and sanctioned religion; education thus reflects the wishes 
of these interests.  Youth of Caribbean heritage therefore 
learn what the controlling state wants them to learn.  The 
choice of material from which the youth of Caribbean 
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heritage learns is now selected by the latter; it is chosen not 
for them, but for use on them.  

The material which will enable the student to go beyond 
the classroom is also controlled, either by subtly 
discouraging the student from going too far from what is 
taught in the classroom or it is controlled directly by 
making certain types of material more available than 
others, and some simply unavailable.  This in turn affects 
freedom of thought.  Freedom of thought depends heavily 
on the diversity of knowledge; therefore the control of 
education greatly curtails this freedom.  Education without 
freedom cannot be education; it is a form of unfree 
indoctrination. 

Where the freedom of knowledge is controlled, freedom of 
thought is therefore dead as is education.  Thus freedom of 
speech becomes irrelevant – you can say what you want 
but it will be hard for you to inform what you say by 
materials other than those supplied – even when you do 
say what you want to say, the media control who can be 
heard.  As such, what is called democracy in such 
environments is a mere tool of the existing powers (see 
Chomsky, 2006).  This relates to the metaphor of the ‘veil’ 
as used by DuBois; as the culture and identity of the 
Caribbean youth is side-lined as the heritage and of this 
group literally decomposes.  This is all in keeping within 
the process of the colonised mind.  History is reshaped in 
order to make the Caribbean youth feel as though they are 
inferior; compared to other cultures they have nothing 
apart from what they stand up in and is immediately 
available – the ‘porn lite’ of popular culture – from 
gangster rappers to pimp trait vogue.  

Black culture has been powerfully influential and 
prominent in mainstream society for decades, perhaps 
centuries.  But what has happened?  Where once every 
physical art and form of popular music, from rock and roll 
to jazz carried the hall mark of black industry and art, and 
no form of dance was uninfluenced by the input of black 
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performers and choreographers, now it is slang 
terminology used by young black males which has almost 
become socially acceptable and is widely used by our white 
and Asian counterparts.  The fashion industry has 
benefited largely from black culture.  Examples of black 
fashion include saggy jeans and hoodies.  These are two 
controversial fashion items; hoodies have recently been 
banned in shopping centres and schools as it appears to 
promote deviant behaviour.  Saggy jeans are a style that is 
prominent amongst black youths.  Its controversy derives 
from the fact prisoners wore their trousers low as belts 
were forbidden.  This look is now considered to be cool 
amongst certain groups within society.  Bling, formally 
known as jewellery, is considered a sign of wealth.  Some 
Rap artists boast about the amount and cost of jewellery 
obtained.  The negative connotation associated with rap 
music does not emit a positive message to the youth who 
may equate acquiring material goods such as jewellery with 
success. 

The Hollywood film industry has sought inspiration from 
black cultures and black lifestyles.  But the 2007 movie 
American Gangster, which stared black actor Denzel 
Washington, although based on a true story, portrayed 
black males as gangsters and drug dealers.  There is a 
recurrence of derogatory stereotypes in cinema concerning 
black culture.  Films such as Boyz, N the Hood, Menace II 
Society and Clockers also portrayed black males, particularly 
youths in a negative light.  Productions like The Great 
Debaters (2007) depicting the rise of young blacks in 
education, have a much lower profile.  The predominance 
of films, focusing heavily on violence and criminality, fuel 
the perception of a black culture as violent.  

Politics in its mass consumption seems to stoke this fire.  
In 2007 the former Prime Minister Tony Blair claimed the 
spate of knife and gun murders in London was not the 
cause of poverty, but a distinctive black culture (Wintour, 
2007).  This statement came under intense scrutiny by 
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black community leaders who accused him of ignorance 
and blaming knife and gun crime solely on black youths.  
The media is used to slant or distort the image of not only 
black youth, but black people as a whole and can be 
understood as a major conduit of the contemporary 
colonisation process.  Black culture has been gradually 
modified and now very little outside force is needed to 
cause black people to adopt the identity chosen not for 
them but to be used on them.  Individuals begin to 
abandon their own culture and traditions as they are taught 
(ironically but tragically perhaps, mostly informally) to 
think that their culture and traditions are primitive, brutal 
or uncivilised.  Hence the loss of one’s mother tongue, 
together with the power of the media, creates this zombie 
like effect, whereby individuals believe anything and 
everything they are told.  The young black limps down the 
road, holding his crotch, wearing a baseball cap sideways, 
on top of a hoodie, with his trousers slung almost to his 
knees, with the laces of his shoes undone; he has been 
conscripted to making himself look and act like a tragic 
clown, unconscious of his demeanour.  Failing to question 
its legitimacy, when told to jump they would indeed answer 
how high?  Individual minds are so colonised through the 
slanted media and selective education that they are trained 
to be intellectually lazy, cannon fodder, forever followers 
who are made to believe they lead a revolution.  

They begin oppressing themselves; letting someone else do 
their thinking, and just accept (perhaps not even knowing 
they are accepting) that someone else’s opinion is greater 
or more valid than their own belief.  In other words, 
ultimate and long lasting colonisation.  

Biko (2002) in his many writings and speeches around 
consciousness and awareness declared that only the 
oppressed could liberate themselves, as no one could do it 
for them.  Like Marcus Garvey (1986) Steve Biko believed 
that part of the approach in terms of bringing about black 
consciousness had to be directed to the past; to seek to 
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rewrite the history of black people.  Again similar to 
Fanon’s and Garvey’s ideas, Biko also suggested that 
African history had been distorted by white historians, to 
ensure that African children learned to hate their heritage, 
which had been made to look as though African culture 
was barbaric.  Biko wanted to show black people the true 
value of their own standards, respect themselves and most 
importantly not to be fooled by the colonial white society 
who have whitewashed themselves and made the 
coloniser’s standards the yardstick by which even black 
people judge one another.  

 

Conclusion 

The above has chiefly been concerned with the loss of 
cultural identity.  In conversation about this with third 
generation Caribbean youth, I have found they have hardly 
ever had more than a vague interest in, or understanding of 
their personal or shared identity.  I admit to hoping for 
recognition of what Caribbean culture meant to people 
and, how they identified themselves; I found it difficult to 
be neutral.  But I did listen to the responses and thoughts 
of both adults and young people.  

There is an occurring theme when researching black youth 
identity and culture in terms of the media’s portrayal of this 
specific group.  I found the media’s portrayal of black 
youth to be apparently geared to produce a series of moral 
panics, as it seems to seek to constantly illustrate how black 
youth crime is a major cause for concern.  I have found 
that the media uses news and advertising to distort the 
image of black youth.  This is carried out sometimes in a 
very subtle/informal way.  Black youth are not the only 
group in our society to offend but the media apparently 
choose what they want to promote, often focusing on film, 
music, statistics and clothes to make their point.  I have 
found that the identity of the youth of Caribbean heritage 
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has to be constantly defined by the media, which categorise 
the group into what seems to be an unexplainable entity.       

There appears to be many separate and individual units 
when defining the black experience; Black Culture, Black 
Youth Culture, Black Youth Sub Culture.  There appears to 
be an ever growing need to aspire to the expectations of 
western colonial thinking.  As a result youth of Caribbean 
heritage have been striped and exposed.  There may come 
a time when an individual would need to switch on MTV 
in order to obtain a visual definition of black culture: what 
has happened to Africa?  

The most potent weapon of the oppressor is the mind of the 
oppressed.  (Biko 2002)  
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Life story 

Tony Heeley 

At the age of 16 I started my mining career and left school 
with no qualifications.  I worked at the same mine as my 
dad which was a family tradition not only with my own 
family but with the wider community I grew up in.  I very 
much loved my work in the pits and had many comrades.  
In 1979 all this was about to come to a bitter end as a 
consequence of a 12 month fight with the Thatcher 
government coming  to power.  As a result, me and 
thousands more men and women lost their jobs and it was 
at this point that I began to drink and became an alcoholic 
without realising how much the drinking impacted on my 
family life.  There are some key moments in my life that I 
would like to share as it frames who I am, what I stand for 
and why I want to make a difference to young people’s 
lives. 

 

School to mining 

You do not understand what you have got until it has 
gone.  Only when I started work did I question whether I 
should have studied harder.  Similarly only when the pit I 
worked in closed did I see the effect this dirty, dusty place 
had on my life, with the money it provided, the bonds it 
created with my comrades, family and the wider 
community.  Friendships were built, lives were made - that 
is how we worked and that is the way we liked it. 

 

My Love of Mining - My Comrades 

It is difficult to explain how you might love mining when 
working in such a dirty dangerous environment, however 
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the comrades that I worked with – men and women 
numbering in the hundreds – became a community where 
we looked out for each other, stood by each other through 
thick and thin and lived our lives like a family.  To have a 
simple thing as a job played a major part in my life.  My job 
gave me and my comrade’s hope and security, a home and 
a community with a sense of belonging and self-worth.  
Many young people I work with today have never seen or 
felt this and it is something that it so important to have and 
to share.  After 12 months on strike, Margaret Thatcher 
shut mine after mine which had a huge impact on our 
community and the friendships built up over years of 
working together.  My friends just disappeared and to 
fragment friendships is to break people.   

 

Being made Redundant and Police Violence 

1985 was a violent time in our community and I saw many 
violent actions from both the police and the authorities.  It 
was very scary and led to tough times.  On many occasions 
the police blocked roads and stopped us coming in or out 
of our houses, on occasion our doors were kicked in.  I can 
only describe it as something that you thought happened in 
Northern Ireland not where I lived – we were the enemy 
and treated like criminals. 

 

Finding What I Had Lost 

Working with young people gave me back the love that I 
had lost when I worked in the mines.  After working in 
jobs that meant nothing to me I felt lost and without 
purpose.  I knew that there was something out there that 
would rekindle the spirit, hope and feelings I had in people.  
Youth work captures this spirit providing the opportunity 
for me to work in a meaningful job and rekindle something 
of that which has been lost within me for so long. 
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I first started to work as a volunteer for NACRO and this 
opened my eyes to youth work.  With the immense 
support, training and non-judgemental approach of the 
NACRO staff, it feels like I have found my way home - 
like being back in the mine.  For me, youth work is a job I 
love which has made me strong.  I have come many miles 
and nearly ran out of gas but the young people filled my 
tank up.  In three years of volunteering with NACRO and 
Wakefield young people’s services, I have learnt a lot about 
working with young people and the community.  Although, 
I felt that I have used my experience to help other people 
gaining a qualification was important to me if I wanted to 
progress my career within youth work. 

 

Return to Study 

With support from the staff at NACRO, I enrolled on The 
YMCA George Williams College’s Level 2 Certificate in 
Youth Work.  At first, I had doubts about my ability but as 
the course went on I found that my confidence levels 
increased and soon realised that I could achieve what was 
needed.   

I really enjoyed and benefited from being in a classroom 
environment.  One of the major factors that helped me 
pass the course was the opportunity to learn in a group 
environment which encouraged me to share my stories, 
experience and youth work practice.  This course has 
helped me learn a great deal about myself and how 
important a community is to shaping an individual’s life.  
This piece offers an example as to how far someone can go 
with support, encouragement and self-belief.  

The key areas of the course which I feel benefited my 
practice the most were the sessions around Government 
legislation including Every Child Matters, what makes a 
good leader and leadership skills, the importance of 
conversation in youth work and doing the community 
profile with my young people.  The ‘end of session 
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recording sheets’ were difficult to write but with help from 
my fellow classmates, I managed to complete them all.   

On reflection, I would now like to progress further with 
my studies.  I have an appetite for learning and a desire to 
face the challenges that in the past I would have feared.  
For example, I now study Maths and English twice a week 
and love going as it gives me a sense of being and 
belonging.  To learn is to understand and to understand is 
to learn. 
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Developing work in 

and with communities 

Everton Hylton 

The role of the community educator in the local and social 
context is one that deserves consideration for many 
reasons.  In this discussion though I will be focusing on 
the following three areas: 

1. Problematising the ways in which communities are 
identified and defined. 

2. Thinking critically about the purpose of our 
interventions and at the same time recognising the 
different agendas that we as community educators 
work with. 

3. Understanding how as community educators our 
frame of reference is constructed. 

 

Identifying the Community 

The first part of this discussion is concerned with 
identifying the context in which the community worker 
works.  After all if the community is not easily identifiable 
the community worker will find it hard to engage.  For 
instance you might say that you are working in, the 
African/Caribbean community or the Black community 
but what does this actually mean?  Firstly we must 
recognise that there are many Islands and Countries in the 
Caribbean each with their own identity, culture and values.  
If you are working with the Jamaican Community, for 
example, does that mean all of the Jamaican community, or 
just those who are pursuing a particular issue, for instance, 
harassment by the Police?  This is something that may 
affect only a certain section of that community.  It might 
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be that some sections of the Jamaican community welcome 
a strong police presence, while others in that same 
community see it as heavy handed and unfair, particularly 
those who are the most affected. 

A Community does not have to be based in a geographical 
location (Gilchrist, A., 1999), though this is often the first 
definition that many people will think of.  These types of 
community are described as ‘place’ communities.  In this 
definition of community, people are linked by their 
location.  There are also ‘interest’ communities where people 
are linked together by their interest, a good example of this 
are students, or gamers (those who are linked by their love 
of computer games) people who play sport or share a 
common interest in music (Willmott et al, 1986 cited in 
Smith, M. K., 2001). 

There are also communities where people are linked 
together by both the place (geographical location) and 
interest (e.g. work).  The best examples of this type of 
community are the old mining communities spread 
throughout England and Wales.  The people in these 
communities are bound together not only by location but 
employment as well (Willmott, 1989).  Communities can 
also be formed around religious persuasion and of course 
Ethnicity, as well as those who share a similar identity such 
as the gay community or the Disabled people’s movement 
(Gilchrist, 1999).  

 

The purpose of community educators 

Having carefully considered the identity of community we 
are working with, it is important to consider our purpose.  
We cannot just enter a community in the belief that we can 
help or educate in some way without knowledge of the 
issues that are causing concern.  I believe we must also 
have an interest in these concerns that are informed by 
values such as social justice and empathy in order to be 
truly effective.  Thomas has identified five principal 
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approaches to community work.  ‘Community Action, 
Community Development, Social Planning, Community Organisation 
and Service Extension’ (Thomas, 1993 cited in M. K. Smith, 
1996, 2006).  Most community development projects today 
are seen as government initiatives, though from the 
language this is not clear.  These ‘initiatives’ require that 
‘workers go into these areas and do research to identify areas that 
would benefit from some type of social planning’.  (Smith, M. K. 
1996, 2006).  The government uses workers to identify 
areas that they [the government] see as needing development 
and devise strategies to do so.  With this in mind one 
should be concerned with the idea that the community, 
however carefully defined, might not want to be intervened 
with.  Parachuting into a community with the best 
intensions can cause hostility and resentment in so far as 
someone from outside the community thinks they can 
come in and make a difference because the community that 
is being targeted is seen to be deficit in some way. 

Social planning is not community development.  Thomas 
explains that ‘social planning comprises the analysis of social 
conditions, social policies and agency services; the setting of goals and 
priorities the design of service programmes and mobilisation of 
appropriate resources; and the implementation and evaluation of 
services and programmes’ (Thomas, 1983 pp: 106-139 cited in 
Smith, M. K. 1996, 2006).  In contrast more traditional 
views of community development are informed/driven by 
the need of the community as opposed to a top down 
approach driven by government objectives.  The question 
we must ask ourselves is, as community educators are we 
sent into these communities to just implement the 
governments’ ideas? 

The concern here for me is when the need identified by the 
agency conflict with the needs of local people.  A 
community action group might have been formed against 
the Government or local authority’s ideas.  Further to this 
what if there is real hostility toward these ideas so much so 
that there has been talk of direct action against these ideas.  
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Demonstrations and protests might have been discussed.  
Where will our allegiance as community educators lie?  Will 
it be with the local group that we might have formed a 
bond with while researching the area, or is it with our 
employer the local authority or agency that we work for?   

Rosendale feels that ‘Technically’ our allegiance lies with the 
employer.  However he goes on to say ‘that there is an area of 
negotiation between the official job description and its practical 
application, which hinges on professional interpretation’ (Rosendale, 
M. cited in Cooke & Shaw, 1996: 65/66).  Rosendale 
makes a significant point, which is particularly relevant in 
contemporary community work with reference to ‘practical 
application’.  Government legislation has meant in recent 
times the decision on practical application is being 
increasingly taken out of the hands of the worker.  Policy 
dictates to us that regardless of how strong a bond or 
affinity we may feel toward the group and their concerns, 
we have to remember who employs us.  We have to be 
professional.  It transgresses that unless the members of 
the group we are representing pay our wages then we are 
duty bound to work behind the codes of the agency that 
do.  

As part of our role as community educators we are bound 
to the rules of the agency, we have to act within their 
framework or run the risk of disciplinary action against us.  
It is this that makes community work particularly difficult.  

This was something identified by Tommy Sheridan a 
leading Scottish community activist.  Sheridan recognised 
the ‘contradictory position of workers employed by the state in 
supporting overtly political action’.  (Rosendale, cited in Cooke 
& Shaw, 1996: 60).  As community work has switched 
from community education to community development 
and social planning the position of youth and community 
workers’ became more and more contradictory. 

It could be argued that there would be no positive change 
in for instance deprived communities, were it not for 
Community action, groups and organisations formed to 
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challenge legislation and policy.  Those who want action 
taken now, and are either not prepared to wait for the 
wheels of bureaucracy to slowly turn, or have no 
confidence that they will.  Campaigners such as Tommy 
Sheridan argue ‘that it was only through civil disobedience-
willingness to break the law that the disaffected could make any 
significant gains in challenging a Government whose purpose was to 
legislate peoples services, rights and possibilities or legitimate resistance 
out of existence’.  (Rosendale, cited in Cooke & Shaw, 1996: 
60).  

These types of organisations and action groups, and those 
who lead them could be said to be true community 
educators, not the type recruited by some government 
think tank given the task of defending the Governments 
planning ideology.  It could be argued that without aligning 
ourselves with these community action groups and those 
whose are directly affected by legislation we help 
implement, the governments’ agenda.  If we don’t ally 
ourselves with those who live at the heart of the 
community we are serving, then we have to ask ourselves, 
what type of community educators are we?  

Rosendale indicates that the ‘logic of the professional role of 
community workers is to support people in identifying and challenging 
the root cause of their poverty or social exclusion’.  (Rosendale, 
cited in Cooke & Shaw, 1996: 60).  Whilst this echoes my 
thoughts I believe that as a community worker you also 
need to be aware of the brief of the agency that employs 
you and their needs, the local authority policy and 
Government legislation.  This is the unenviable position 
that community educators can and often do find 
themselves in.  

 

The community educators frame of reference 

As community educators we need to be aware of our own 
political values and beliefs and mindful when it comes to 
allowing our personal and professional lives to cross.  We 
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have to behave ethically we are bound by legislation and 
codes of practice, these apply when we are working in a 
community or, in a building, whether we are working with 
adults or young people, groups or individuals. 

When we enter into work we must be politically aware.  We 
are working in a political environment.  We must 
understand how politics affects the work we do.  Illich 
explains to us that ‘welfare bureaucracies claim a professional, 
political and financial monopoly over the social imagination, setting 
standards of what is valuable and what is feasible’.  (Illich. I, 1996: 
3). 

As agency workers are we working to uphold the values of 
the state?  It can be argued that we are.  However being 
aware of this will help us to be able to identify areas where 
we think we are being used to promote or uphold the very 
same issues that are actually causing concern to the 
communities and people that we are trying to help.  
Without a degree of political awareness we are at risk of 
merely becoming agents of social control. 

Being politically aware however does not absolve us from 
our professional responsibilities towards the communities 
and people we work with and our legal responsibilities.  We 
must remember that we are not duty bound to keep a 
confidence.  If we are told something that could possibly 
cause harm to the person disclosing information, or others, 
then we are duty bound to inform the proper authorities.  
Good practice would be to inform the person who is about 
to disclose information of this.  It could be argued that if 
the information is particularly sensitive and the person 
does not wish it to go any further it might be better if they 
did not actually disclose the information to the community 
worker.  Returning to Rosendale, this is what I believe he 
meant by the ‘practical application’ of the job description 
(Rosendale cited in Cooke & Shaw, 1996: 65/66).  By 
informing the client of this it is possible to maintain some 
form of integrity, as both parties are aware of their 
respective position.  This approach cannot only be seen as 
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ethical but also political. 

This example may be a simple one, but it nevertheless 
explains how best we can negotiate some of the hurdles we 
will encounter when working with groups or for that 
matter individuals.  Rosendale goes on to explain ‘that there 
is a place for an evolving agreement with the group about what they 
can expect from community workers’.  (Rosendale cited in Cooke 
& Shaw 1996 p: 66).  

This leads me to think about Huey Newton and Bobby 
Seale who are considered to be founder members of the 
Black Panther Party for Self-Defense.  This group sought 
to address directly, the issues that they saw were affecting 
their local community.  These men recognised the 
importance of knowing and understanding law in their 
struggle for social justice.  To be effective it was crucial to 
have an understanding of law and policy.  Also by truly 
understanding the language of law it was possible to 
address issues in a way that other community groups were 
not doing at the time.  

The impact this approach had to community action 
projected their cause and the effect this had on the 
community was enormous.  Opening up the imagination of 
those in the local community and crucially those in other 
communities as well.  They were able to rouse the 
consciousness of others and gave hope to those who often 
complained, but felt it was not in their power to make 
change happen.  The approach to community work taken 
by the Black Panther Party is a good model to follow in so 
far as change and learning came from within the 
community at the time. 

The approach taken by the Black Panther Party highlighted 
the fact that many ‘social problems’ were not unique to one 
community.  Through campaigning and at times direct 
action they were able to bring the issues into the open and 
so gain more support.  Their approach also showed the 
need to understand that ‘a radical practice if it was to affect any 
change at all must align itself with class politics aimed at restructuring 
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the economic political and social system’.  (Thorpe, 1985 cited in 
M. K. Smith, 1996, 2006).  This also leads to the 
understanding that any type of community development 
project that has been identified by the State is set firmly 
within the ideology of the state.  

Sheridan believed that ‘not only is it legitimate to engage with 
groups struggling to improve their conditions it is also an essential 
aspect of any educational practice committed to social justice’ 
(Rosendale cited in Cooke & Shaw, 1996, p: 60).  The 
community we are working with must expect our support, 
but we must be aware of the limits we have to put on that 
same support. 

Education and political awareness are the ways that we as 
workers can best assist those we are working with. 

The competing tensions between professional, personal 
and political values for community educators and others 
concerned in the welfare of others cannot be 
underestimated.  In the past I felt I had a clear 
understanding of the position of community educators.  
Help those in need and support their cause.  However as 
time has gone by, the organisations and groups who were 
actively campaigning for social justice, who challenged 
bureaucracy and legislation have been disbanded or have 
been outlawed.  Strong industrial communities like the 
Mining community I spoke of earlier; Dockyard workers 
that fought for social justice, now have little or no voice 
and have all but disappeared.  

Others are still in existence but are no longer the force they 
once were.  Cooke talks about this, he informs us that ‘for 
many practitioners and community activists there is no longer a story 
to guide them there is no agreement on the ends of the process or indeed 
who constitutes the enemy’. (Cooke, 1996: 7) 
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Looking forward  

In this time of change his thoughts strike a chord.  We 
have to wonder what our role will be.  The groups we work 
with expect a service from us, and so do our employers.  
Being aware of what is expected of us is the only way we 
will be able to affect any type of change.  As community 
educators we must understand that community 
development is the language of government, and that 
community development work is the work that many of us 
are involved in today.  However we must recognise that 
social engineering driven by the needs of the government 
as opposed to the needs of the community, seems to be the 
real motive of many of the policy makers today. 

As community educators if we are to have any hope of 
effecting change in any community or local group we must 
be able to know the language of policy.  Without this it is 
virtually impossible to be able to help the group we are 
working with.  We must be aware of why we are there.  
Without this knowledge it is possible that we could do 
more harm than good. 
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Lights on; homelessness in 

London 

Frederika Johnston-Burns 

Introduction 

In this article I will discuss homelessness in London, 
particularly the instance of homelessness in London since 
2009.  I will argue that homelessness is caused by a 
complex web of issues and I will draw upon a number of 
examples from my practice in support of the same.  I will 
demonstrate how the theory of the thinker C Wright Mills 
relates to our understanding of homelessness and go on to 
suggest further ways we need to develop in the UK to help 
us understand the challenges of homelessness in the future.  

 

The Government’s plan for 2010’s homeless 

Homelessness is an on-going problem in London.  I 
became aware of this in 2009 when I worked in a drop in 
centre for young homeless people in the city.  The number 
of homeless in London was estimated to be over 4,672 at 
that time (Bowcott 2009).  In 2008 the government 
recognised homelessness as an issue by announcing that 
they aimed to end rough sleeping by 2012 which is the year 
that London will hold the summer Olympics.  However 
this government target seems like an unlikely goal as rough 
sleepers make up only a percentage of the homeless people 
in London.  There has been no mention of what the plan is 
for the many hidden homeless who move from one 
friend’s house to the next permanently, who squat and live 
in tents in London’s parks or those who sleep in airport 
lounges day in day out.  
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Between 2008 and 2009 the number of homeless people in 
London increased by 15% (Bowcott 2009).  It is now 2010 
and the UK is in recession.  Among other services, local 
governments have decided to cut thousands of pounds in 
funding to both drop in or day centres and hostels which 
both provide services for homeless people of all ages.  This 
means that services over the UK are being forced to close.  
In 2010 I began working in a hostel that accommodates 
young people with high support needs in a South London 
borough.  Often these young people need support with 
issues such as drug and alcohol dependencies or mental 
health.  The hostel is the only one that provides for young 
people with these support needs in that borough, yet the 
funding to keep the service running have been cut, and it 
will close in March 2011.  Hostels provide both temporary 
and long term accommodation for homeless young people 
and adults.  If it is not possible to find alternative suitable 
housing for these young people they will end up right back 
where they started, on the street.  Considering these factors 
it’s unlikely that it will be possible to end rough sleeping by 
2012.  It seems that the government’s original aim has gone 
by the wayside.  

 

Homelessness, reasons why 

Shelter, the homeless charity in England and Scotland has 
identified that, “homelessness is caused by a complex 
interplay between a person’s individual circumstances and 
adverse ‘structural’ factors outside their direct control 
(Shelter 2010)”.  So far I have worked with young people 
who have become homeless for many different reasons; 
they may decide to leave the family home because their 
parents’ divorce and go on to remarry, there may be 
alcohol and drug dependence issues at home that  the 
young person is fleeing or maybe they have been evicted 
for the same issue.  Sometimes family members simply do 
not get along with each other and often young people are 
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not well enough prepared to live in rented accommodation 
so they end up sleeping on the streets or alternating where 
they sleep between friends’ houses.  The young person may 
be suffering mental, physical or sexual abuse.  I have 
noticed that there are a growing number of young people 
who come to the drop in for housing advice because their 
homes are over-crowded.  Young people often become 
homeless when they leave care homes because they move 
into independent housing but are not capable of managing 
themselves and their responsibilities like rent, in that 
situation.  Families occasionally refuse to accept the 
relationships young people have and they often refuse to 
accept the young person’s sexuality.  

 

Homelessness – a private or public issue? 

Over 50 years ago the educational thinker C. Wright Mills 
stated, ‘many personal troubles cannot be solved merely as 
troubles, but must be understood in terms of public issues’ 
(1959).  I believe his theory remains as relevant today.  
None of the issues that I have written about so far exists in 
isolation from other issues.  Take a hypothetical example; a 
person is made redundant, they subsequently have no 
success in finding new employment and money runs dry.  
They then become homeless.  There are many side effects 
of being in a homeless state.  Their homelessness might 
create barriers to them regaining employment.  A side 
effect could be the stigma they face because the society 
they live in has a particularly negative view of homeless 
people and how they live which may involve begging on 
the street to make money to live, it might involve a 
previous conviction for shop lifting because they had no 
other way to fund eating some food.  Public and private 
issues remain inextricably linked and my experience as a 
worker with homeless people has made this fact even 
clearer to me. 
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I worked with a young man who had come to my centre 
for housing advice after fleeing his home in Africa.  He had 
come out as homosexual to his family.  This was a matter 
of shame for his parents because of their religious beliefs 
and because of their culture.  It was decided by his 
community that the young man be persecuted to death.  
This young man came to the UK seeking asylum and a 
better life where his sexuality would be accepted and where 
he could openly express his identity.  This was not a unique 
case.  Many young people I worked with spoke about 
fleeing their country for similar reasons.  

Historically homeless individuals have received the blame 
for being homeless but in recent years there has been a 
change in opinion.  The fact that there is inadequate 
housing available plus inadequate employment to ensure 
people can pay their way has also been recognised 
(Johnson & Paterson, cited in Barry, 2005:165).  
Gentrification is another of the factors which has affected 
affordable housing availability.  I live in Stoke Newington 
in Hackney.  When I moved here five years ago, there were 
plenty of squats and cheap commercial and domestic 
properties to rent.  I lived in a cheap live/work warehouse 
space for my first three years in London.  The same 
buildings have now been renovated and command hefty 
rents.  The squats have become wine bars and music 
studios.  The fireworks shop on the corner has become an 
upmarket café.  Street homeless have been pushed further 
into Hackney Central.  Social exclusion was considered to 
be one reason for homes in the UK suffering deprivation 
and isolation between 1979 and 1993 (Smith, 2005:161).  
Sociologist Marshall Wolfe (1995) classifies social exclusion 
as being a concept similar to exploitation forcing people 
out regardless of their reaction (Wolfe 1995 cited in Barry 
2005).  Exclusion actively dis-empowers because it disables 
the opportunities that are available to people.  
Homelessness excludes people from facilities for personal 
care.  It deprives people from basics such as money to buy 
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food.  Not having a home means no place to cook or sleep 
securely.  

Mills writes that, ‘neither the life of an individual nor the 
history of a society can be understood without 
understanding both’ (Mills 1959:3).  If both elements work 
in conjunction, how do we measure when a private trouble 
becomes a public issue?  Mills talks about how private 
issues become larger until wider society is forced to 
recognise the issues in order to resolve them (Mills 1959:9).  
The government recognised homelessness as a public issue 
in 2008 by publicising plans to end homelessness on the 
streets of London.  This brought the issue to a wider public 
audience.  

 

Do we have the power to influence change? 

When issues filter into our conversations, make it into the 
local and national press and onto our TV screens they have 
been recognised.  Take the recent hike in student tuition 
fees as an example (Vasagard and Shepherd 2010).  The 
news reported the proposed rise and slowly people became 
outraged.  The effects of this increase became more widely 
realised.  Not only will students be affected, so will the 
companies who are employed by universities; catering 
providers and building contractors among others.  People 
took to the streets to protest and demonstrate against the 
government’s choice (Collins 2010).  Communities united 
against the fee increase by writing letters to their MPs.  
Schools, colleges and universities arranged sit in’s and walk 
outs.  Mills recognises that we have the potential to 
influence change.  This power to influence change is 
evident in the actions taken by people throughout history 
who have challenged the roles imposed upon them by 
Western society.  The Suffragettes fought for women’s 
right to vote and women continue to fight to receive 
salaries equal to men.  
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Throughout history people have challenged the state and 
culture of their country.  One such challenger was Septima 
Clarke.  She was the daughter of a slave father and a 
launderer mother in 1890s America.  She was an informal 
educator who believed strongly that we each have the 
power to become what we want to become.  She believed 
that we did not have to take on the roles of our ancestors.  
She worked for equal access to education for African 
Americans and is known as the “Grandmother of the 
American Civil Rights Movement” (Belton 2010).  
Reflecting on the example given by Septima Clarke brings 
new life to the old adage, “With knowledge comes power”.  
It also demonstrates that the more educated we become 
regarding the structures we inhabit the more we realise our 
ability to influence change in both our own lives and the 
lives of organisations and governments. 

 

Working with homelessness, a practical 

perspective 

Young people who attend the drop in I work at are aged 16 
– 21, the age group which was recently branded ‘the Lost 
Generation’ (Hankinson 2009).  Most have recently 
become homeless and some at that young age are 
entrenched homeless.  The Housing and Advice team work 
in conjunction with the Youth Work team to help them 
find a place to live and teach them valuable life skills such 
as cooking and budgeting.  I aim to build relationships with 
them based on a sense of trust and safety.  I spend time 
with the young people having conversations and 
identifying their needs.  I ask questions about their current 
situation and I have learned from doing this that there are 
basic needs that need to be met before introducing 
anything like education and training.  Encouraging them to 
participate in employment or training is all well and good 
but I know now that there’s more chance of them engaging 
with that plan if they have a roof over their head.  If they 
have not eaten for days and are hungry and tired they 
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won’t be able to learn.  Finding shelter and providing food 
need to come first.  Regardless of the fact that these young 
people are nameless homeless people to the public I want 
them to know that they have a unique place in the world.  I 
work to help them realise this.  Through working in both a 
day centre for homeless people and in a hostel I have had 
valuable experience in developing an understanding of 
what causes homelessness. 

 

Conclusion 

Change is happening all around us all the time.  As I write 
this article Britain is in recession and measures being taken 
by the government mean that state funded services are 
being cut; this will affect the population on the whole.  
Unemployment figures rose by 50,000 in the final months 
of 2010 alone (ONS 2010).  The students who 
demonstrated against the rise in tuition fees may not have 
had their views reflected in the decision which was finally 
made in December of last year (BBC, 2010) but their 
demonstration of disagreement had the potential to 
influence change.  Just before Christmas 2010 the 
government planned to slash £13 million of funding 
towards Booktrust, the charity which provides free books 
to 3.3 million children in the UK each year (Helm, Doward 
& Watt 2010).  Writers from all over the UK came together 
in protest of this move and on Boxing Day it was 
announced that the decision to cut the Booktrust funding 
would not go through.  These writers stood for the 
learning and development of the UK’s children and won.  
They acted with consideration for thousands of school 
aged children across the country.  It shows that we as 
individuals can make a difference and we know what 
differences need to be made to benefit our society.  If that 
is the case then how can we, as informal educators, work to 
help individuals and groups in society continue to effect 
such change from the ground up and work for the greater 
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good of many and not the good of the selected elected 
few? 
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‘Collectiveness and 

Connectivity’ – Craven Cottage 

and Kernel of Community 

Andy Barrett 

 

 

Introduction 

The idea of community is usually portrayed in a positive 
way; a situation in which people come together and feel a 
sense of belonging.  I myself have experienced this feeling 
as a Fulham FC fan who, has regularly travelled up and 
down the country to watch the Cottagers play.  The sense 
of ‘belonging’ makes Fulham FC what it is; a psychological, 
social, geographical and symbolic space of solidarity/ 
interrelatedness.  It is the only social situation that might be 
likened to the idea of community that I have ever really felt 
a part of.  
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My experience of supporting Fulham has motivated me to 
see football fanship as a kind of heuristic of community.  
Being a part of this has magnified and emphasised the 
potential boundaries, possibilities and properties of 
community for me.  As such, looking at this experience 
does much to explain the nature of community, and 
although many other football supporters might recognise 
this, for readers unfamiliar with such affinity, looking at the 
same might provide something of an insight into the 
character of community. 

The Fulham FC community has its own unique identity; 
the extent an individual fits in with this or not can 
determine whether that person is in or outside of the 
community.  The realisation of these characteristics, show 
how they can result in some people being shunned or 
excluded from the community.  This replicates what 
community does phenomenologically; its function being to 
define members and non-members.  To this extent it might 
be understood as a conduit of discrimination.  However, 
that this limits the information coming in about others, it 
also risks the promotion of prejudice (pre-judgment). 

Given the plethora of ideas about and definitions of 
community it is hard to establish exactly what it is.  Just in 
the process of writing this chapter I came across over 90 
different definitions of community and it is clear that 
sociologists, academics and social commentators do not 
agree on what it is or how it is formed.  

However having identified myself with being part of the 
Fulham FC community, due to my sense of belonging to 
this social entity, it seems to be something ‘real’.  However, 
it could equally be something I and perhaps all Fulham 
fans, just imagine, and bring into existence by our wishes 
or desire to be part of a greater whole.   

With this in mind I will explore the notion of community 
using Fulham Football Club as an example of such a 
concept and look at whether the sense of belonging and 
identity I have with Fulham FC is also shared with other 
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Fulham fans.  This will provide something of a view of 
what a community is or might be, and what its mechanisms 
are, while identifying the nature of its boundaries and the 
factors that play a part in community formation and 
maintenance.   

 

Boundaries and Limitations of Community 

As a Fulham FC fan and in terms of football fanship, I 
don’t believe I could really be accepted as a true West Ham 
fan if I wanted to change my team and support the 
‘Hammers’, due to the fact that I would have previously 
supported the ‘Cottagers’.  Similarly I am not a cockney, 
and maybe even if I had supported West Ham all my life, I 
might not be accepted as a true ‘Hammer’ which makes me 
wonder if there are sometimes certain criteria’s supporters 
have to meet in order to be accepted, included and 
acknowledged as a supporter?  

Cohen (1985) was interested in the way Community is used 
in everyday life rather than focusing on the meaning of 
community as a word or a normative definition.  For him, 
community involved two aspects: 

 Members of a group have something in common with 
each other  

 They are distinguished in a significant way from the 
members of other groups. 

This means that both similarity and difference function to 
define communities, and that community:  

…expresses a relational idea: the opposition of one 
community to others or to other social entities.  
Cohen (1985: 12) 

This can be seen in the examples I gave above regarding 
West Ham, which Cohen (1989) would refer to as 
representing the boundaries within communities.  This can 
also include things such as customs, habits, rituals, and 
other defining features of a community.  Thus boundaries 
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and the opposition of one community to another can result 
in discrimination and exclusion.  

Max Weber (1922) calls this process ‘social closure’ which 
can be seen as the way in which groups attempt to improve 
their lot by restricting access to rewards and privileges to a 
limited group.  This is done by acknowledging certain 
social or physical attributes which they possess and singling 
them out as the defined criteria for eligibility. 

For Parkin (1979) social closure develops out of a situation 
wherein one group, the included, exclude another, the 
excluded, from resources and privileges.  The response to 
this is that the excluded then seek to exclude the included.  
This creates two distinct groups in society.  However, the 
excluded will continually seek to gain greater accesses to 
the resources they have been excluded from by the 
included.   

In the football realm this process has been evident in the 
recent times with the formation of AFC Wimbledon and 
FC United.  For various reasons a number of fans of 
Manchester United and MK Dons felt excluded by their 
clubs.  As a result they set up their own independent 
football clubs, AFC Wimbledon and FC United which 
effectively excluded supporters from Manchester United 
and MK Dons as they became rivals.   

Some theorists consider communities to be imaginary:  

It is imagined because the members of even the 
smallest nation will never know most of their fellow 
members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in 
the minds of each lives the image of the 
communion.  Anderson (2003: 6)  

Despite knowing that I will never know or meet all of the 
Fulham fans around the world, I still cannot escape from 
the fact that I feel a strong sense of belonging to and a 
bond with the club and its supporters through our shared 
identity and experience of supportership.  Football fan 
websites and forums etc. enhance the possibilities to 
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engage with fellow Fulham fans away from the match day 
and across the world on a regular basis.  This goes some 
way to dismissing theories that communities only exist by 
way of locality and not outside a defined geographical 
district. 

Many who have looked to define community have 
concluded that we should stop searching for the meaning 
of community as it doesn’t even exist.  For Bauman (cited 
in Brown et al, 2009: 31) there  

….exists no ‘solid’ ground under which the 
conditions of community could ever be realised. 

However, it might be argued that this may be dependent 
on what community means to you, what conditions you are 
talking about and to what extent it realises a sense of 
belonging and shared identity. 

 

Football and Community 

It is often said of Manchester United fans that most of 
them are from the south and that people who live in 
Manchester support Manchester City.  Does this then 
mean that in order for a person to be a true fan they have 
to be from the area the club is located?  If so this would 
mean to explore football fans as a ‘community’ I would 
have to do so in terms of where they reside geographically.  
However, the sense of belonging and shared identity 
experienced from being a member of a particular 
community, together with Cohen’s notion of community 
being centered on the attachment or commitment to a 
common body of symbols (1985: 16) seems to indicate that 
locality is not a necessary limitation on the personnel that 
make up community.  For all this, many of the studies of 
football and community have been carried out by looking 
at community as a geographically bounded concept.  
However, Cohen helps the analyst to understand the 
relationship between football, its supporters and 
community in a different way.  But the geographical 
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concept and that of locality remains a consideration in 
terms of the formation and maintenance of football 
communities, as many teams share their name with towns, 
cities or areas where they are or once were located.  This 
can have an impact on who chooses to support a particular 
team; many fans based their original football allegiance on 
where they were born or lived during formative periods of 
their lives.  However, consumer society has changed this to 
a significant extent.  Today the choice of support might be 
as much the result of marketing, or the comparative 
success of a club as one’s place of origin. 

Many football clubs can trace their history back to 
community organisations.  Fulham was formed in the 
1880s by the leaders of St Andrews Church Sunday school 
in Fulham, with the:  

…desire to provide boys of the area with some 
healthy recreation.  Turner (2004: 8).  

 

Within today’s society  

Football clubs now, as much as ever, embody many 
of the collective symbols, identifications and 
processes of connectivity which have long been 
associated with the notion of community.  Brown et 
al (2009: 1) 

So, locality does not appear to be crucial constituent of the 
football community.  With the rise of notions like the 
‘Black community’, the ‘Asian community’ and the ‘Gay 
community’ as well as ‘online communities’ where a 
community seems much less important than who or what 
community members see themselves as being; identity 
appears to be a crucial factor.  But this begs the question 
why we talk about communities rather than identities. 
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Analysis  

 

The ‘Tag Cloud’ above shows the words that respondents 
used in response to an online questionnaire about their 
support of Fulham FC.  The size and boldness of the 
words indicates how often each word was used.  So, for 
example, and not surprisingly, ‘Fulham’ is used the most.  
You can also see on the far right hand side that the word 
‘community’ is relatively small.  However, the word 
‘Chelsea’ is used comparatively often.  Chelsea are seen as 
Fulham’s biggest rivals and generally considered as 
something close to a swear word by many Fulham fans.  I 
think this illustrates that as much as Chelsea is fiercely 
viewed as the ‘other’ and not a part of ‘us’, they actually are 
a part of ‘us’, by the very fact that they are our enemies and 
local rivals, and this is an important aspect of what Fulham 
supporters identify with as being a part of their 
community.  Chelsea is a powerful symbolic force for 
defining what Fulham are not.  Therefore Chelsea become 
an important faction in establishing Fulham’s identity.  
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Why Fulham? 

When asked why people supported Fulham as opposed to 
other teams it would seem that the vast majority of people 
support Fulham because, at one time or another, they lived 
in the area or they have family ties with the district.  For 
example, “My father took me as a young boy – I was 
hooked”. 

Some fans claimed to have no choice in the matter; “My 
parents met at a Fulham game, I was named after George 
Best, the other local option was Chelsea – I had no choice 
in the matter”.  

There seemed to be a lack of respondents that chose 
Fulham just for the sake of it, maybe like someone who 
might choose to support Manchester United or Liverpool 
because they are successful and/or are always in the news.  
However one person claimed they were, “Not too sure.  
Everyone asks me this since I’m from Leicestershire, and 
don’t actually have an answer.  I just do....”  

I think that the fact this person claims that everyone asks 
him why he supports Fulham and he is from Leicestershire 
reveals that it is not common for people to support 
Fulham without some kind of physical tie to either the area 
or family members and friends.  I would argue that if he 
was a Chelsea fan living in Leicestershire he wouldn’t be 
asked as often as to why he supports Chelsea. 

This demonstrates that while location is not a necessary 
defining element of community it can have some power to 
demarcate community boundaries. 

 

Association and Meaning 

When I asked people what kind of things come to mind 
when they thought about Fulham and what they associated 
with the club, physical aspects such as Craven Cottage 
(Fulham’s Ground) and the River Thames were 
consistently referred to.  Feelings and emotions such as, 
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pride, joy, excitement and nerves were constantly referred 
to and these were often connected to family and friends.  
One respondent claimed “I think of home when I think of 
Fulham”.  This was echoed by many other fans as was 
association with various influential people connected to the 
club, including the chairman Mohamed Al Fayed and the 
current manager. 
 
However, the most popular response was friends, family 
and home.  Some supporters even referred to a sense of 
‘spirit’; “What I associate with Fulham is a proper 
family/community spirit”. 
 
 

Differences 

I identified that the style of play, the concept of ‘old 
fashioned’, family values and the location and walk to the 
ground were things that Fulham fans felt were different 
about their club.  However there were some people who 
didn’t identify any real differences.    
 
Supporters felt that Fulham “play the right way…how the 
game should be played” and they put emphasis on their 
support being about family and friends.  This indicated the 
‘Fulham community’ is an extension of other community 
considerations but also that it is a force in keeping the 
same intact. 
 
The character of Craven Cottage and its environs was 
repeatedly referred to.  For instance, “The ground and walk 
to the ground is so different to the walks to other grounds, 
it just makes you feel happy to be there”. 
 
Another supporter felt that Fulham are “Not a flashy, big 
spending club.  A family club, an old fashioned club” and 
“Fulham are generally liked by the opposition – they see 
Fulham as that rather quaint club by the Thames that is 
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never a threat.  It is quite unusual for supporters of other 
London clubs to be so benevolent”.  
 
Some supporters however did come across maybe slightly 
arrogant and a little unrealistic claiming, “We don’t cheat, 
dive, swear, argue with refs or embarrass our fans”.  
 
One supporter said that Fulham supporters are no 
different from others stating; “Nothing makes them unique 
for me”.  Another person also shared this minority view 
claiming they “Don’t buy into that whole ‘Fulhamish’ 
attitude to the club.  I think every team thinks they are 
unique and we are no more quirky than a lot of other 
teams.  I do think our ground and location is pretty special 
though”. 
 
As such, stated differences, a form of exclusion of others, 
rubs shoulders with a notion of inclusion; ‘we are different 
but the same’. 
 
 

Characteristics of Fulham Supporters 

When asked to describe the personalities of Fulham fans 
and if there was anything that typifies the Fulham faithful, 
the main characteristics which came up were loyal, friendly 
and humorous; “I think we are very sociable, welcoming, 
tolerant, friendly and extremely loyal” and “Sense of 
humour and friendly”.  

Some people gave examples of certain well known 
characters within the Fulham FC community past and 
present “Mary Doughty and David Hamilton are examples 
of Fulham folk; long suffering with a good sense of 
humour”.  Others also referred to values and how people 
deal with success: “Realists and grounded supporters.  Not 
getting carried away with any success we might achieve, 
valuing what we have”.  “Varied, but mostly ‘old fashioned’ 
and less ‘thuggy’ than most clubs’ fans” were also 
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consistent themes, whereas one individual indicated that 
fans are pretty much all the same.  “Fulham fans have 
always needed to be patient and not to expect too much – 
which is pretty much the same as most other supporters”.  
Interestingly one fan referred to ‘change’ at the cottage 
claiming “Our fan base used to be very easy going, friendly 
and not over ambitious about the team.  Sadly this is 
changing”. 

 

Other Key Aspects 

An online questionnaire asked the question ‘On a scale of 1 
to 10 with 1 being not very important and 10 as one of the 
most important things in your life, How important to you 
is Fulham FC?’  By looking at the pie chart below you can 
see the results to this question. 
  

 

Out of the 93 people that completed that particular online 
question we can see that the most popular score given was 
8 with 33%, followed by 9 with 25%.  Interestingly 5% of 
people claimed Fulham FC was the most important thing 
in their life.  These results I believe can tell us that on the 
whole the Fulham fans represented here consider Fulham 
to be very much an important part of their lives.   
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Maybe this also goes someway in explaining the amount of 
‘No’ or ‘Death’ responses I received when asked if there 
would be anything that would stop or prevent people from 
supporting Fulham?  What was also interesting was that 
many people made references to leaving craven cottage as a 
test of their ‘faith’ in the club and perhaps further 
illustrates the bond and collective identity they have with 
craven cottage “As long as Fulham exists I will always 
support us, but if we ever left the Cottage I don’t think I’d 
go as much” and “Moving to anywhere other than Craven 
Cottage would really test my faith and support of the club, 
Craven Cottage and FFC are one and the same”.  This was 
a very strong and powerful statement to make and other 
strong opinions were around the ideas of takeovers, 
mergers and commercialism as reasons for no longer 
supporting Fulham, “If it was sold to leeches like the 
Glazers” and “Merging with QPR, or any other club”.  
Many supporters also claimed family reasons, ill health or 
affordability would stop them from attending games, “Not 
from supporting, but if family life (wife, children) were 
negatively affected I would attend less often”.  However, 
some views were a little more unusual which again could 
reveal the strong sense of values of Fulham fans, such as 
“If the club signed players with exceptionally bad criminal 
histories” I wonder how this supporter would react to the 
signing of Lee Hughes or Duncan Ferguson?  

Generally supporters identified the same teams and 
supporters of other clubs that they disliked or do not get 
on with.  Reasons expressed for this were largely centred 
around local rivalry “Chelsea – due to the geographic 
proximity and the fact that their success is right under our 
noses” and “QPR.  Local rivalry and historical pillaging of 
our players” Just as popular were clubs which Fulham had 
past history with and in particular the game against 
Gillingham where a Fulham fan died after receiving serious 
head injuries “Gillingham, for the obvious reason....”. 
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Whilst Chelsea was mainly referred to with regards to local 
rivalry it was also used frequently for describing the 
differences between clubs “Chelsea – as well as being local 
rivals, they are the antithesis of what we like about our own 
club” and “Chelsea for being local and more successful 
over the past few decades.  Their club is almost the 
opposite of everything Fulham stands for”.  This again 
shows the strong sense of identity and shared values about 
what Fulham fans consider Fulham to be and what they do 
not.  

Some fans also had strong individual opinions which 
sometimes bordered on the rather strange and ridiculous 
side (in my opinion anyway) as to why they don’t like 
particular teams, “I personally dislike Spurs and Arsenal 
because they are from North London and North London 
should be bombed”. 

People generally found it difficult to identify particular fans 
of other clubs that they get on best with and many claimed 
they got on with most sets of fans.  However Walsall were 
mentioned a few times as they helped Fulham financially 
when it looked like the club might go bust.  Arsenal were 
also quite popular “Arsenal because of an appreciation of 
their style of football and appear to be a fairly trouble free 
ground” which again is linked to the shared identity and 
value of playing styles.  Other clubs that supporters felt 
were similar to Fulham were “AFC Wimbledon – small 
team, Wimbledon was like Fulham and similar outlook i.e. 
not choosing to support a team for glory.  Teams like 
Millwall, Charlton etc. because they are similar”.  
Interesting opinions from a relatively few respondents and 
which not all fans would agree with were “Fans of any 
teams (including Chelsea, QPR etc.) who can distance 
themselves from a blinkered view and give a fair and 
balanced opinion about their club, ours, or football in 
general”.  Also clubs with shared experiences were 
common “Athletico Madrid, A shared sense of occasion”. 
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From the discussions, interviews and questionnaires I 
received back from people I have been able to clearly 
identify the ways in which Fulham supporters identify with 
and feel a sense of belonging to the Fulham FC community 
as a whole.  Obviously there were some fans who said 
things that contradicted with others however it has 
confirmed to me that football “often contributes to an 
individual’s sense of identity with or belonging to a group or 
collectivity” (Mason 2000 cited in Brown et al 2009: 2)  

From my research I have been able to identify the 
collectiveness and connectedness that exists between 
Fulham Supporters suggesting to me that Fulham FC is 
very much a thriving community.  Supporters themselves 
could also identify themselves as belonging to a 
community;  

…community is certainly one of the major concepts 
I associate with Fulham.  From the walk by the river 
to actually spending time with other fans, the entire 
notion of Fulham FC is community.  Emotion, 
pride, joy, family, friends, excitement, nerves, the 
cottage. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Fulham FC is a community.  I make this assertion not by 
way of inventing another term or new meaning or 
understanding for the word, but by moving away from the 
objective definitions of community and focussing on the 
subjective interpretation that has been in my own thoughts.  
Through researching and exploring the sense of belonging 
and identity that people have with Fulham FC and by 
focussing on what Fulham FC means to people and what 
kind of feelings and experiences it generates I was able to 
confirm Fulham FC as indeed my  ‘community’. 

Having engaged in various ideas and theories on 
community I have referred to the work of Cohen (1989) as 
well as my own thoughts, feelings and experiences of 
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community to identify what community is.  I have said all 
along that I see community as a sense of belonging and 
shared identity, however I have been able to delve deeper 
into what community means for a community and it 
appears it is about the whole ‘experience’ of coming 
together with people who have shared interests and 
commonality.  It is the collectiveness and connectedness of 
solidarity and our interactions with other people that we 
have a shared sense of identity and belonging with.   

Understanding Fulham FC as a community I am now more 
aware of what a community is and what a community can 
be and as a result can more clearly identify other 
communities and potential communities.  This I believe is 
important for the role as youth and community worker are 
tasked, alongside other considerations to work in and with 
communities. 

In the process of the research I became very aware that I, 
as well as the people who responded to my questionnaires, 
interviews and conversations, was a part of the community 
that I was focusing on.  I wondered whether this would 
have any impact on my research as rather than an ‘outsider’ 
looking in, I was trying to work in my own community and 
as a result wondered if I was remaining neutral or if I was 
being biased.  In the end, it is likely that I might have 
wanted Fulham to be a community rather than an assumed 
identity. 

Reflecting on this further I believe this is something that 
youth workers and indeed anyone else who works in or 
with communities should be aware of, as whether they 
belong or are a part of the community they are working 
with can determine whether there is a greater chance of 
them to be biased or prejudice with their views, ideas or 
actions and possibly without them realising. 

On the flip side though if I am not part of the community 
will I be viewed as an outsider by those I am trying to work 
with, possibly resulting in people not wanting to work with 
me?  I remember when a young man told a youth worker 
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who had revealed that he had never taken drugs before but 
was trying to ‘educate’ the young man about his substance 
misuse “What’s the point in listening to you, you said 
yourself you haven’t experienced it so what do you know?”   

However I wonder whether bringing together similarity 
and difference and fusing it together works.  But then 
within my research for this project and also from my own 
experience within the Fulham FC community I have seen 
many differences of opinions and contradictory ideas and 
opinions of its members, however it would seem the strong 
feelings and sense of identity and belonging appears to 
override these differences resulting in people being more 
understanding and tolerable of one another. 

 

My Learning  

I have been able to clearly identify and deepen my 
understanding of what a community is and how a 
community can and does work.  The research also allowed 
me to identify the positive and negative effects of 
community and the nature of its boundaries and the factors 
that play a part in community formation and maintenance 
in terms of social closure.  

Although this research project has been focussed on the 
Fulham FC community I believe what I have learnt can tell 
me about other communities too.  I am not implying that 
all communities are the same, far from it however I do 
believe there are certain aspects and traits of communities 
which are similar and arguably identifiable and present in 
all communities in some way, such as aspects of belonging 
and identity which I believe I have illustrated throughout 
this project.  

As a youth worker that works within the community I am 
partly tasked with educating the community.  Completing 
this research has encouraged me to think about ways in 
which a community can be educated.  The various people I 
had discussions and informal interviews with and those 
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that completed my questionnaires all informed me about 
the community they were a part of.  Obviously I was 
interested in what these people had to say as it was to 
inform my work for this project however what struck me 
was how they also seemed to be interested in me yet they 
weren’t doing any kind of research.  

How might I apply my understanding from these situations 
to my work?  Perhaps, if I want to work with a community, 
I should find out what it is that they might be interested in; 
the types of things that unite them, what they have in 
common.  If I show that I am interested in them, and 
interested learning about those things, then maybe they will 
be more responsive to me than if I was to present myself 
as a professional, implying that I know best and telling 
them what to do etc.  Therefore if I want to educate the 
community I should start by finding out what the 
community is interested in.  

Continuing the theme of educating people and 
communities, I did not set out to educate the people I was 
interviewing and engaging with.  However, they were 
educating me.  In terms of educating the community this 
makes me question how we do in fact educate 
communities and people in general; is it the individuals and 
communities that educate the worker?   

I believe the very height of human interaction is dialectic 
and the transformation of ideas and this is what I have 
identified as the way in which we should be approaching 
our work within communities and with individuals.  They 
may educate us but it doesn’t stop us from telling them our 
ideas and what we think and therefore developing new 
ideas that we can all learn from.  I also believe that like the 
members of the Fulham FC community, educators within 
the community should also have solidarity with the work 
they are doing. 
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Final Thoughts and Questions 

Completing this research helped me to think about how I 
can work within communities with ideas that I value.  In 
doing so I wonder whether it is better to be a worker 
within the community you are a part of or not.  If you are 
then there are chances you will be biased and prejudice 
without even realising.  Therefore are we better off 
working in communities that are new to us and whereby 
we can look at them with fresh eyes and develop new 
ideas?  Or are we better off working with communities we 
are already a part of and have pre-existing knowledge and 
experience of which could take someone new to the 
community years to gain or identify?  

As a professional worker is it best to be attached to or 
detached from a community and how does this help or not 
help us as workers?  Is it better to be subjective as a 
practitioner or objective?  What is best for the young 
people and the communities we are working with and as 
professionals what is the most professional approach in 
this respect?   

These are the types of questions that I will go away and 
reflect on as a result of the completion of this research 
project in order to develop and enhance my professional 
practice.  
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Looking at the bigger picture 
 

Carmel Butel 

 

In this article my focus will be on the work of Charles 
Wright Mills (1916 – 1962).  He was a sociologist who was 
‘committed to social change and angered by the oppression he saw 
around him’ (Smith. M. K, 1990, 2009).  I looked at how 
Mills made connections between private troubles and 
public issues, and I explore the meaning behind what he 
described as ‘the sociological imagination’.  I go on to 
explain why this knowledge is vital to my work as an 
informal educator and in my role as a youth and 
community worker. 

 

The Sociological Imagination 

Mills writes,’…many personal troubles cannot be solved merely as 
troubles, but must be understood in terms of public issues’ (Mills, 
C.W. 1959:226).  From this statement he explains that the 
word ‘trouble’ is a private matter and that ’public issue’ is a 
matter for all the people.  He writes this to show the 
importance of looking at the bigger picture and 
understanding that many personal troubles come from 
public issues just as public issues are made from many 
personal troubles.  He writes’ ‘Neither the life of an individual 
nor the history of a society can be understood without understanding 
both’ (Mills, C.W. 1959:3).  The two are linked and I must 
be able to acknowledge both points of view.  

The YMCA (2008) asks the question ‘is society an entity 
outside of individuals that acts upon them or do individuals act upon 
society’.  (YMCA. 2008:21)  They go on to tell us that there 
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is no easy answer to this question but obviously the two are 
connected.  Mills tells us that being aware of the 
connections between man and society, of biography and 
history, of self and the world, is having ‘the sociological 
imagination’.  Giddens adds that it is being able to ‘think 
ourselves away from familiar routines’ so we are able to ‘look at 
them anew’ (Giddens. A. 1995:18).  Mills saw this as being 
‘an escape from the ‘traps’ of our lives’.  This is because it enables 
us to see that ‘society, not our own foibles or failings, is responsible 
for many of our problems’.  (Macionis & Plummer. 2002:11) 

Worsfold (2010) gives a good example of looking at the 
bigger picture when he writes about child obesity.  He 
explains how we can look at it as a personal trouble, by 
where it is the individual’s responsibility for their poor diet, 
or we can look at it as a public issue.  With the figures of 
obesity rising rapidly, Worsfold helps us see a number of 
factors that we can easily overlook.  For example, family 
meals are now very often fast food dinners, a cheap and 
quick option as more parents are working longer hours and 
struggling with lower budgets.  This in turn has created 
many fast food outlets where food is not only quick and 
cheap but it is also high in fat and lacking in nutrition.  

Jamie Oliver recognised this public issue when he explored 
the problem of school dinners.  With the governments 
funding for school meals being so low it resulted in school 
dinners being ‘processed junk’.  This is ‘leading to a health time-
bomb, with soaring rates of obesity and hugely increased risks of heart 
disease and other life-threatening conditions for Britain’s children’ 
(Jamie’s School Dinners, 2006). He addressed this problem 
firstly by taking over school dinners in Greenwich.  This 
then led to a huge campaign.  In March 2005 he delivered a 
300,000 signature petition to the Prime Minister, Tony 
Blair, who then committed £280 million towards healthier 
school dinners. 

Of course this only just scratches the surface of the public 
issue but his campaign has made so many people aware of 
the problem, not only with school dinners, but also with 
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what we are feeding our children at home.  According to 
Brooks (2006) learning basic cooking skills are no longer 
passed on and families rarely eat together.  This is an issue 
that I can identify in my project.  

Several young people come into the club not having eaten 
an evening meal.  This is because their parents are working 
and they do not have the knowledge to prepare anything 
for themselves.  If I was to look at this as a personal 
problem I could easily make them a meal and consider the 
problem solved but I have not looked at the real issue.  By 
preparing simple healthy meals together I am, in a small 
way addressing the issue, as they will benefit from the 
knowledge of cooking for themselves and hopefully they 
too can pass this on.  I have a ready steady cook theme 
now running every other week.  The young people are 
given a budget to shop with, they then find a recipe for the 
ingredients they have bought and we prepare a meal 
together. 

By looking beyond these young people’s problem and 
being able to see the real issue behind it I can identify what 
their needs are.  Richardson and Wolfe (2007) remind me 
how important this is for informal education because it is 
only by establishing these needs that I can intervene 
positively in their lives. 

I have identified another public issue in my practice with 
regard to unemployment and further education.  I am 
currently working with a young woman who is taking the 
last of her exams before finishing school.  She had applied 
to college to enrol for an engineering course and has just 
found out that she did not get a place.  She came to see 
me; she was very upset and had no idea what career path to 
take.  She had no back-up plan of what to do next. 

I cannot look at this solely as her personal trouble.  There 
will be hundreds of young people leaving school this 
summer and with limited places at our local college many 
of these young people will not be going into any further 
education.  I should add that on 31st March 2010 there 
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were 1,180 people registered as unemployed in Jersey 
(Registered Unemployment, 2010) and the highest 
percentage of those actively seeking work were aged 
between 17-19 years old.  The impact this has on our island 
is huge, with the increased number of unemployed it will 
mean higher social security payments, higher taxes for 
everyone, increased debt, people losing their houses, and 
so the list goes on. 

With society labelling these young people as ‘NEET’, (not 
in education, employment or training) and Cox telling us 
that ‘NEET is the latest buzzword for teenage dropouts’ (Cox, S. 
2005), these young people are being portrayed in a very 
negative way.  It is therefore no surprise that they feel like 
it is their own personal trouble.  Batsleer writes of how we 
need to ‘take the ‘burden of representation’ away from the young 
people and open the way to a more generous imagination of the social 
whole’ (Batsleer, J.R. 2009:28).  Statistics show that 
unemployment is now a public issue and as an informal 
educator I must ensure young people are aware of this.  

The States of Jersey are now trying to address this issue.  
They are presently putting in place several programs to 
help school leavers into further education and also in 
choosing a career path by enabling them to experience 
different work opportunities. 

The Jersey Youth Service presently run two Princes Trust 
teams a year with a view to increasing this in 2011 and the 
States of Jersey have started a scheme called ‘Advance to 
Work’ (ATW).  This offers young people between the ages 
of 16-19 years the opportunity to gain more experience, to 
work out what they really want to do.  The scheme offers a 
work placement that matches their interests for 3- 6 
months, 3.5 days a week with the remaining 1.5 days 
learning key training skills (ATW, 2010).  

Our local college was given extra funding from the States 
of Jersey and with this they were able to provide 100 extra 
places to full time students last year and are now setting up 
a ‘Preparing for Employment’ scheme which will soon be 
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available through the island’s secondary schools.  
Secondary school students will be able to attend the college 
for half a day a week for a chance to experience the various 
courses on offer to them upon leaving school. 

After talking through the ATW scheme and the Princes 
Trust course with this young person she has applied for 
both.  It has been a chance for her to see that there are 
many young people in the same position as her and she 
should not feel like a failure with no future.  As an informal 
educator it is vital that I challenge these individual’s 
feelings.  The YMCA tell us that it is only by talking to one 
another that ‘people may be persuaded that their personal 
circumstances are the result of other people’s attitudes and behaviour, 
shaped by social institutions and structural inequalities’ (YMCA, 
2008:15).  Her personal troubles are many young people’s 
personal troubles and they are clearly due to the difficult 
times that we are living in.  

Sociology recognises various levels of society.  ‘To use 
applied sociology for our individual problems we must first look at the 
different ways in which societies are arranged to better understand our 
place in them’ (Applied Sociology, 2010).  These are known 
as micro, meso and macro levels.  The micro level refers to 
intimate groups such as families and youth clubs.  The 
meso level looks at the neighbourhood and surrounding 
community and finally the macro level looks at society as a 
whole.  Of course we must then add an individual level to 
this.  The YMCA asks if we ‘can work effectively with individuals 
if we see them in isolation from their environment?’ (YMCA, 
2008:21) I do not believe that we can.  Not only does the 
individual make up society, but the societies to which we 
belong ‘affect our judgment and decision making in a big way’ 
(Applied Sociology, 2010).  It is my belief that being able to 
look at a young person’s situation from all these different 
levels is having the sociological imagination. 

Smith describes this further, he explains that Mills’ work 
involved him looking to the whole and seeing the parts as 
elements of the whole.  In doing this he tells us we are able 



100 

 

to see the connections between things.  ‘To see that one 
element cannot exist in this way or that without the presence of 
another’ (Smith. M. K, 1990, 2009).  I must not only 
acknowledge each individual for their own uniqueness but 
I must also acknowledge the many parts of their society, on 
both a micro, meso and macro level, to fully understand 
their situation as a whole. 

Harrison and Wise remind us that ‘whilst ‘individualisation’ 
clearly has distinct advantages and much to commend it, it also has 
the disadvantage of discouraging practitioners from seeing clients in 
their broader social context’ (Thompson cited in Harrison & 
Wise, 2005: 174).  As an informal educator and community 
worker I must be able to give support, information and 
advice to young people.  To be able to do this effectively I 
must be able to identify not only their personal trouble but 
also acknowledge the public issue that can very often be at 
the heart of the problem. 

 

Conclusion 

We are told that ‘without an awareness of how society operates, we 
are likely to accept the status quo’ (Macionis & Plummer, 
2002:9).  Freire agreed with this, he writes ‘as long as the 
oppressed remain unaware of the causes of their condition, they 
fatalistically ‘accept’ their exploitation’ (Freire, P. 1996: 46).  I 
must assist the young people I am working with to be 
aware of the issues that face them.  ‘The more we know about 
why we act as we do, and about the overall workings of our society, 
the more likely we are to be able to influence our own futures’ 
(Giddens, 1997: 14).  It is through this learning that young 
people can challenge the accepted. 

Of course, I am not suggesting that as a youth and 
community worker I am here to change the world but it is 
my job to challenge young people’s belief in the 
‘unchangeable’.  I must help them become aware that when 
people act collectively on issues it is possible for change.  
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‘This is learnt on a local level.  That is why the slogan ‘think globally 
and act locally is so appropriate’ (Winstanley. L, 2000: 26).  

It is my belief that a youth and community worker’s job is 
to help improve the local environment and offer guidance 
to the individuals that make up its community.  It is not 
possible to do this effectively if I cannot see past the 
individual I am working with or past the community I am 
part of.  I need to look at the bigger picture.  This is why it 
is vital that I adopt the ‘sociological imagination’. 
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Supervision: a critical analysis 

Jacqueline Weekes-Johnson 

Introduction 

This chapter provides a critical analysis of supervision, 
both on a one-to-one basis and in group situations.  There 
is relatively little critical analysis of supervision1 in the 
literature relating to the subject.  Most of the writers on 
supervision justify the practice, seemingly having a stake in 
the pursuit.   

The word and notion of supervision can, for many people, 
be intimidating and as such off putting.  It is associated 
with forms of control and a form of punishment.  Foucault 
argues that ‘supervision’ is used to monitor, control and 
overpower the prisoners mind.  

…to supervise the individual, to neutralize his dangerous 
state of mind, to alter his criminal tendencies, and to continue 
even when this change has been achieved”.  (Foucault 
1977:18) 

The chapter includes some comparative analysis of my 
experience as a supervisee between Mar, a mature Black 
woman of West Indian heritage, who is a very experienced 
youth worker in and in her fifties and, Mem, a twenty year 
old Kosovan, new to youth work.  

I will also briefly explore the practice of non-managerial 
supervision (sometimes called ‘non-formal’ or ‘external’ 

                                                

1
 I will occasionally refer to ‘supervision’ as ‘reflective practice’ depending on the context 

when illustrating points.  
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supervision) and managerial supervision (‘formal’/‘internal’ 
supervision) looking at the role supervisor and supervisee. 

 

Defining supervision  

Brown and Bourne argue: 

Supervision is the primary means by which an agency 
designated supervisor enables staff, individually, and 
collectively; and ensures standards of practice.  The aim is to 
enable the supervisee to carry out their work as stated in the 
job specification as effectively as possible.  Regular arranged 
meetings between supervisor and supervisee form the core of the 
process by which the supervisor task is carried out.  The 
supervisee is an active participant in this interactional process.  
(2002, p9) 

The above quote portrays the supervision encounter as 
being inherently unequal situation.  There are quality 
expectations that the supervisor has the responsibility to 
‘enable’ (from the start the supervisee is assumed to have a 
level of dis-ability). 

For Brookfield (2000) critical reflection makes it hard not 
to consider power relations.  Power is always present in 
educational practice, between teacher and students or 
between supervisor and supervisee.  A study centred on the 
practice of supervision requires a critical appreciation and 
understanding of power and the relationships that 
accompany it.  Brookfield (2000) suggests that this does 
not reduce the potential scope for critical thinking, as: 

…even things as apparently idiosyncratic as taste and style 
are social creations reflecting the battle between opposing 
worldviews that themselves often reflect factors of class and 
status (p.127). 

Given this situation supervision is often essentially a site 
that hosts struggles for authority.  Here ‘authority’ refers to 
responsibility, which entails dealing with consequences.  
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The giving and taking of authority involves the use of 
personal influence.  Authority is taken and given in all 
human associations in order that they might work, that is, 
be effective and efficient in achieving what the association 
sets out to do.  However, achievement of the associative 
undertaking is reliant on an agreement between all those 
involved in the association about their collective aims and 
objectives.  If there is disagreement (overt or covert) 
between people involved in an association about the 
desired outcomes of their joint endeavour a struggle for 
authority is likely, as individuals seek to wrest control to 
meet their own, personal desired ends.  This might start by 
looking to purposely sabotage a given outcome (that one 
or more in the association do not desire – the destruction 
of this outcome makes room for an alternative outcome). 

Ideally supervision is a situation within which authority is 
shared; at apposite points both supervisor and supervisee 
would appropriate and hand over authority.  But 
associations between people wherein authority is up for 
grabs or have the potential to be contested (like 
supervision) do not always conform to this ideal.  It is 
more usual for authority to become appropriated rather 
than shared2, overtly and, as is often the case in 
supervision, covertly.  For instance, if the 
supervisee chooses to speak very little this ultimately 
produces a relatively unproductive and sometimes 
uncomfortable silence3.  This can pull the supervisor into 
filling the gap.  This, apparently, is the supervisor taking 
authority, but a more critical perspective of the same 
situation can reveal that it is the supervisee who has taken 
control of the situation by passing most of the work of the 
session to the supervisor, who has obligingly (or foolishly) 
takes up the load.  As such, any failure of the supervision 

                                                

2
 Even if the commitment to share authority is reached or dictated by the use of authority or influence. 

3
 The case for óusefulô or óproductiveô silence in counselling, psychotherapy and psychoanalysis is 

understood.  However, given that supervision is set in, and often funded by employers/organisations 

as effectively a quality assurance tool, it is questionable if extended and purposeful periods of 

apparent silent meditation are appropriate or even ethical. 
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process can be put down to the supervisor ‘taking all the 
power’; ‘s/he never gave me the chance to speak’, ‘it 
seemed to be more about him/her than me!’  Here 
authority has been surreptitiously usurped, probably to the 
detriment of all concerned, including the employing 
organisation.  This sort of hijacking can also happen the 
other way round.  The supervisor tells the supervisee 
something like, ‘you bring the agenda’.  If this fails to 
happen the supervisor can make the supervisee responsible 
(take the blame for) the potential break down of the 
supervision.  In this situation the supervisor is implying 
that the supervision is totally reliant on the supervisee’s 
input; it looks like the giving of total authority to the 
supervisee, but in practice the supervisor is loading all the 
supervision work on the supervisee.  Both these sides of 
the same supervisory coin fail to consider that effective 
supervision is probably reliant on both parties working.  

In practice, and via simple logic, it is apparent that 
supervision failure is usually the result of both the 
supervisor and the supervisee agreeing to give up on it.  
This is likely to happen because one or the other has 
refused to take authority at requisite points or both people 
involved have been determined not to allow the other to 
take authority (to refuse to give up authority). 

The supervision event is a sophisticated, shifting and 
complicated regime.  It is not and cannot be considered to 
be a necessarily benign or fundamentally democratic 
situation.  In its best incarnation, perhaps more imaginable 
than actual, it can achieve a balance in the giving and taking 
of authority, via staunch and ever watchful regulation and 
assessment.  But the association is never going to totally be 
the locale of a natural, shared ‘karma’.  It will not, merely 
out of itself, incarnate into an intrinsically beneficent 
humane interaction; the reality of supervision is more a 
stormy social sea that needs to be navigated with care and 
discipline. 
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The meaning and function of supervision 

Woods examined the etymological roots of the word 
‘supervision’: 

The term ‘super’ – meaning ‘above’ – and ‘vision’ meaning 
‘sight’ or ‘seeing’ – hence the definition ‘overseeing’ applies.  
(Woods 2001: 251) 

This reminds me of my childhood days of watching 
Superman films.  The hero, the saviour, endeavouring at all 
cost with his super powers to save the world from the 
villain and make things right.  Whilst this may be 
acceptable in fantasy, acted out in reality this scenario is the 
working through of a model of deficit; we need the 
supervisor or the therapist to make us and/or our practice 
better – the supervisor is Bob the Builder; can he fix me, yes 
he can!  

There are numerous interpretations of the function of 
supervision (see for example Kadushin, 2000 and Inskipp 
and Proctor, 1982).  Essentially, they almost invariably 
replicate each other.  In short, the model is to enable the 
supervisee to understand, develop appropriate skills and 
capacity via reflection.  This process is seen to be 
educational because there is an emphasis on developing 
requisite knowledge in order to identify and action apposite 
interventions.  

As a long term recipient of supervision I have found that 
most of the line management supervision that I have 
experienced is about the organisation’s agenda (tick the 
right boxes).  I have often had anxieties before, during and 
after the sessions; at times I have walked away from 
sessions feeling distraught and unappreciated.  At points I 
have felt as if I was talking to myself.  All this increases my 
dislike of the process and leaves me doubtful about the 
educative elements that Tash refers to when she argues:  

…the supervisors and supervisee plays an important part in 
the teaching/learning process?  (1984:19) 
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Non-managerial supervision is not so fraught, but one 
would be naive if one failed to understand this too is about 
the promotion of recognised policy, which is usually 
reflected in organisational aims.  With this in mind no 
supervision can be said to be exclusively about the 
individual supervisee.  In reality, supervision as a whole is 
predominantly about achieving conformity to practice 
norms.  It might work to encourage supervisees to find 
ways to ‘fit in’ with or adapt to the same.  In the worst 
scenario a supervisor might resort to forms of recreational 
psychology or subtle sweet-talk in this endeavour, 
sometimes convincing the supervisee that what they 
thought they didn’t want to do, is in fact what they want to 
do, and/or persuade them that organisational activity they 
had believed they didn’t agree with, is in fact a means to 
achieve what they want in their work. 

 

Supervisor as friend 

In practice supervision is often one sided in that it is 
commonly about the achievement of organisational 
agenda.  This situation is however sometimes camouflaged 
by the supervisor acting as a ‘friend’.  It is not unusual to 
hear supervisees talking about ‘liking’ their supervisor, 
reporting how they ‘feel that can talk’ to them ‘about 
almost anything’, and how much they ‘enjoy’ supervision.  
Whilst one can respect and like someone, these feelings are 
not necessary bedfellows, and as much as friendship can 
facilitate interaction it can also place restrictions on the 
same.  For all this, the role of the supervisor is quite 
distinct from a friendship, and while most of us want to be 
liked, it is far from being a prerequisite for effective 
supervision.  Often the supervisor is obliged to submit 
reports about the performance and attitude of supervisees, 
how can friendship between the supervisor and supervisee 
be seen not to cast doubt on the same?  Friendship might 
promote feelings of trust or support, but it also leaves both 
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supervisor and supervisee open to accusations of collusion 
and raises the likelihood that professionalism might be 
undermined.  The resort to make the supervisee and/or the 
supervisor a friend feels like an act motivated by anxiety or 
even a wish to manipulate the other.  The unsaid 
implication is; ‘I’m your friend, I won’t give you a hard 
time’.  This is seductive and so invites the implicit reply, ‘I 
agree to be your friend and as such I will reciprocate by not 
giving you a bad time’.  

At root the supervisor/supervisee as friend is dishonest.  If 
we are to be friends we probably need to end the 
supervisory association.  If we really do want to be friends 
it will be worth it because the professional responsibilities 
of supervision can’t help but be a constant threat to our 
friendship.  

 

Enjoyable supervision 

At the same time, one’s relative enjoyment of supervision 
is at best largely irrelevant and at worse another indicator 
of manipulation and/or collusion.  But this enjoyment 
comes from the notion that what goes on in supervision, 
reflection etc., is beneficial; it eases pain, alleviates pressure, 
and becomes a place wherein solutions can be found or a 
process that answers questions.  Here the frightening 
future can appear to be controllable in that the plans we lay 
seem to make it more predictable.  It is all this that makes 
the supervision encounter a joyful (enjoyable) experience, 
and fun is often a room-mate of joy.   

Apart from this, what could be more fascinating (or 
beguiling) than talking about oneself in a society ruled by 
the magnification of the self?  Supervision that is sold as 
being ‘all about you’ or ‘for you’, ‘your space’ plays up to 
this seduction.  Like fortune telling this provides the 
ultimate amusement; we become ‘centre stage’. 
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What is the dominant mode of experience in the modern 
world?  How do people see things, or how do they expect 
to see things?  The answer is literally in front of us every 
day of our lives.  In every field, from business to politics, 
from marketing to education, experience and expectation 
have become dominated by entertainment.  Today, 
everyone wants to be entertained all of the time.  
Organisational meetings must be quick-paced and filled 
with power point tricks, with bullet lists and animated 
graphics.  Shopping centres and super markets must be 
engaging; to sell to us, they must amuse us.  Politicians 
must have pleasing television personas, be able to tell a few 
jokes, get us to call them ‘Dave’ or ‘Boris’, seem to 
remember our names and what we said, and only tell us 
what we want to hear.  Schools must never bore pupils; it 
is claimed education, all education, can (and so must) be 
‘fun’.  So, University lectures have been left behind as 
student participation has become the only means to 
prevent their total disengagement.  Education must match 
the complexity and speed of television.  This is the 
intellectual reality of Western society after the first decade 
of the Twenty-first century. 

In other epochs, human beings were improved, or freed, or 
educated.  They have been ruled by faith, fear and science.  
But in our time, they want to be entertained.  The great 
fear is not disease or death, but boredom.  A sense of being 
at a loose end, having nothing to do, that we will not be 
cosseted in a cushion of enjoyment seems to be the worst 
case scenario of any given moment or situation.  
When will this hunger for entertainment be sated?  When 
people tire of the cinema and television, they look to 
participatory activities: sports, theme parks, amusement 
rides, roller coasters.  This is structured fun, planned 
excitement.  But sooner or later, people see through the 
artificiality of all this and start to realise that it is a sort of 
jail, in which one pays to be an inmate.  This artifice drives 
us to look for authenticity.  Authenticity is becoming the 
pilgrimage of the twenty-first century.  The rise of reality 
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TV shows and celebrities who are ‘just like us’ – Jade 
Goody, Katie Price, Jonathan Ross, Adrian Chiles – stand 
as a crass testament to this.  What seems to be authentic is 
anything that seems not to be devised and structured just 
to make a profit; anything that appears not to be in the 
control of corporate enterprise, existing for its own sake, 
which is able to take its own shape.  But of course, nothing 
in the modern world is allowed to take its own shape.  The 
modern world is like the grounds of a stately home; 
everything is planted and arranged for effect; nothing is 
untouched, nothing is actually authentic; there’s even junk 
on the moon! 
So, where have people turned for the rare and desirable 
experience of authenticity?  They turn inwards.  The 
psyche feels like the last bastion of authenticity, the realm 
that existed before Disney, Murdoch, Nissan, Google, 
Sony or IBM and all the other shapers of the contemporary 
world.  Even though we plaster it all over Facebook or 
Twitter, it seems to be the last place free from corporate 
intrusion.  We feel only we can really mould who and what 
we are or might be, and that our personality can’t be 
bought and sold.  Our experience, set in our past, feels 
‘real’ and so authentic.  As such, it is attractive; we are keen 
to explore it, magnify its capacity to tell us about the 
history, the present and the future.   

 

Sincerity 

The key to authenticity is sincerity; the insincere is all 
around us and we see it is fake.  The supervisor is 
instructed in the literature to pursue the supervisee’s trust 
and as such qualities like regard, respect and honesty are 
demanded of the supervisor.  But you can’t front load 
respect; it is something earned and qualified.  Besides, if 
one was able to just respect everyone regardless, what 
would be the value of that respect?  Likewise, we are 
invariably as honest as the situation allows; we make 
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assessments all the time about the level of honesty we can 
go to.  

This being the case, on meeting the supervisee, even after 
several sessions of supervision (perhaps an hour every 
month) how much honesty and respect can supervisor be 
expected to deliver?  Reid and Westergaard warn that the 
supervisee may: 

…view the supervisor as a persecutor and try to hide the issue 
and withdraw.  The supervisee feels persecuted and a victim, 
the supervisor feels left out and may revert to a rescuing role.  
(2006:163)  

At best, for the most part, honesty is tempered by 
diplomacy and politeness, while respect will remain more 
or less conditional.  If something else appears to be 
happening one might suspect the supervisor is either naïve 
(not the best qualification for a supervisor perhaps) of 
feigning respect.  But some people are very good at the 
latter.    

This is not to say in any encounter we start out to be 
dishonest from the get-go, indulging in blunt deception 
and lying.  But as Goffman (1959) has shown, we, for any 
range of  reasons, both conscious and unconscious, present 
ourselves in ways that we see to be expedient.  However, 
despite all considerations, the supervisor, if  they are going 
to gain trust, the conduit to the supervisee’s thoughts and 
impressions, and what they do in practice, must at least act 
as if  they trust, respect, value and even like the supervisee.  
The supervisee would be foolish to open their soul to 
someone they observed as not trusting or respecting them.  
Once the supervisor has convinced the supervisee they 
both trust and respect them, it is not surprising that the 
supervisee feels a liking for the supervisor. 

All this is reliant on the supervisor convincing the 
supervisee that they are sincere in terms of  the feelings 
they express.  As such, supervision can be understood as a 
profoundly manipulative process wherein the supervisee’s 
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search for authenticity is exploited in order that their 
practice activity and motivations, professional strengths 
and weaknesses, might be revealed and, if  necessary, be 
reformed to conform to current models of  best practice.  
As for the founder of  British TV talent shows Hughie 
Green used to insist, ‘I mean that most sincerely’. 

 

The role of supervisor  

Some supervisees and supervisors claim to love supervision 
to the point where they claim it has transformed their lives.  
This leaves those of us less impressed by the practice 
asking if that is its purpose and if it is, what does that 
mean.  However, why should formalised reflective activity 
necessarily be conducive to the needs of everyone?  
Supervision is not the only place where people might be 
reflective.  Some might argue that we all reflect most of the 
time, every day of our lives.  It is not a process that 
somehow needs to be made to happen.  A baby in a pram 
can cause me to reflect or an insult from someone who has 
problems with the way I drive.  Christian and Kitto seem 
to make this very point: 

We take supervision, in small ways, from husbands and 
wives, our friends and relatives in return alternative ways of 
seeing these events or different ways of thinking about them.  
(1987, p8) 

I am not implying that the reflection on practice is never 
useful, as there have been times when I have taken issues 
to a supervisor.  But those issues were related to my 
professional activity and as such I was selective about what 
I brought to the attention of the supervisor.  This would 
seem appropriate; I used my professional judgement in 
terms of selection of a relevant focus for supervision.  The 
outcome of this might be ‘life changing’ to a very small 
extent, in that it might influence the way I respond in 
certain practice situations, but how a series of such 
outcomes motivate a ‘love’ for the process or the 
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supervisor is at least questionable.  Indeed, if ‘love’ is 
provoked it might be pertinent to ask about the possibility 
of over-commitment to practice and/or the nature of what 
is going on during what are supposed to be supervision 
sessions. 

For all this, the means by which supervisors reach their 
conclusions, the basis presumably of any ‘love’ 
relationship, is problematical.  Below I have reproduced 
responses from my earliest experience as a supervisor.  I 
will analyse these to demonstrate the potential weaknesses 
in what might be called ‘supervisor diagnoses’. 

 

1. ‘A’ is from Eastern Europe.  She is young and inexperienced 
to youth work. 

2.  Although she is capable of speaking English, she did not 
converse much, but later I discovered that she speaks very good 
English. 

3.  Initially, from her behaviour, I supposed she lacked in 
confidence.   

4. She was shy and probably intimidated by my age and 
experience. 

5.  However on reflection, I am now able to decipher that her 
reluctance to engage with me could be over a number of reasons.  
Could this be about culture, age, or experience or the lack of it, 
which immediately created that barrier between us?  

 

1.  What constitutes ‘young’ and how was she 
‘inexperienced’ (relative to what/whom)? 

2.  How was the supervisor qualified to measure what was 
and was not ‘good English’? 

3.  ‘Lack of confidence’ is assumed as a corollary of what 
is perceived as shyness; how shyness is interpreted is 
vague.    

4.  Her behaviour is taken to be, at least in part, the 
product of being intimidated.  But this equally could 
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have been a manifestation of cultural manners or even 
a display of petulance amongst other things. 

5.  This shows a primal understanding of the above 
points, but begs the question as to why such 
assumptions were made in the first place. 

Rather than making assumptions about what another 
person might or might not be feeling, perhaps it may be 
more informative and realistically useful to look at my own 
reactions at the time; something that I can be a little surer 
about.   

* I recall being anxious, probably because of my lack of 
experience as a supervisor and not being confident 
about supervision as a process anyway.  I was nervous 
and apprehensive about what was expected of me as 
the supervisor. 

* I also wondered if the age gap between us might be a 
barrier.  But I was fascinated by my supervisee’s 
culture and wanted to explore the concept of working 
with someone outside of my own cultural domain.  

Here you might begin to understand how it is likely that 
my interpretations of how the supervisee was feeling might 
have in fact been projections based on the way I was 
feeling.  This is hardly an avoidable hazard of any 
interaction. 

During my first experience as a supervisor I was concerned 
about my own agenda and skill.  I became frustrated when 
my expectations were not being met.  Later I began to 
realise the covert and manipulative nature of supervision 
and saw that I was transforming into a person I did not 
like.   

 

Confidentiality 

Although I had said that the conversations between my 
supervisee and myself were confidential this is hardly true.  
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I share my practice with others, often without the 
permission of my supervisee.  Most of the people I share 
my practice with do not know and will never meet the 
person I am supervising.  Nevertheless, they often come up 
with ideas about how I should react to this person.  They 
make, what are on consideration, wild assumptions about 
their family life, their childhood and psychological 
disposition (although very few of them have any 
qualifications to undertake such a prognosis).  Even I may 
not know the supervisee very well.  Seeing someone in the 
very limited context of supervision, maybe once a month 
for an hour over say a year is pretty minimal exposure on 
which to base assumptions about people’s personality 
(whether they ‘lack confidence’ or are ‘intimidated’ for 
instance).   

It is rare for a supervisor to tell their supervisee that they 
have been talking about them to other supervisors, people 
who are nameless and faceless to them, so the supervisee 
usually will never know what guesses or statements have 
been made about them, their families, their mental health 
or ethical/moral outlook, behind their back.  Nevertheless, 
it would be expected that I try out the various hypotheses 
my peers might come up with on this person; treat them in 
the way these strangers and speculators might see fit.  

Such facts seem to make the ‘vow of confidentiality’ a 
meaningless and pretty bad joke.  The promise of 
confidentiality is itself a tool, a fulcrum used that a person 
might be more inclined to ‘open up’ to the supervisor, a 
person who is not a friend or relative but largely a stranger, 
about their feelings and motivation.   

 

Ujaama   

Ujaama is an African concept that takes a holistic approach 
to learning.  It advocates group cohesion as a means of  
education but essentially advocates that people should not 
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be treated as things and that they can only develop 
themselves.  Ujaama is of  its own nature based on a 
dialectical relationship between people. 

Unlike supervision, Ujaama has no surveillance or control 
element; it is overtly about developing ideas and 
understands people to be a positive resource to each other 
for this purpose.  Pritchard helps us see the difference 
between supervision and Ujaama: 

The supervisor has the authority to authorise and make sure 
staff do their work in accordance with the policy of the 
organisation.  (1995, p183) 

According to Reid and Westegaard:  

…supervision performs a further function in our daily lives as 
a process for checking that rules are being adhered to, e.g. No 
ball games and carries a threat of punishment should it be 
ignored.  (2006, p100)  

In contrast Ujaama requires people to build the authority 
to organise their own work.  Oppressive organisational 
regimes are unproductive as they, by their character, 
provoke anxiety and stress.  Within such situations 
supervision’s main focus is getting the most from the 
worker, this is conflated with the worker’s ‘development’.  
This is not something that is personally generated by 
individuals, but the consequence of the exertion of external 
forces, such as funders, state policy and legislation that 
stipulate what, how and when things should be done, and 
what to allocate resources to.  It is naive to claim that all of 
this does not affect the nature of supervision or how it is 
conducted; supervision cannot remain hygienically separate 
from the environment that funds, promotes and shapes it.  
The supervisor themself is being supervised and is 
answerable to someone else and the cycle goes on.   

With this in mind it can be seen that the primary and 
principal beneficiary of supervision is the monitoring 
organisation that employs or makes room for supervision.  
This is the reverse to the spirit of Ujaama which is related 
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to people gaining benefit from their organisation of 
themselves. 

 

Conclusion 

Whilst studying for professional qualification I undertook a 
survey of fellow students asking about the positive effects 
of supervision.  The results showed the process to be much 
more of a chore than a life bettering experience, or even a 
professional resource.  Whilst little can be taken from this, 
the frankness of the anonymous responses seemed to be in 
stark contrast to student assessments of learning from 
supervision that needed to be submitted to the 
examination board, which predictably, as they need to 
demonstrate learning from supervision, were relatively 
positive (sometimes eulogical) in terms of the student 
experience of supervision.   

Much of the literature on supervision has been produced 
by writers calling on a background of qualifying 
programmes (for example Christian and Kitto, 1987, 
Woods, 2001).  Given this, it is perhaps not surprising that 
the majority of what is written about supervision is not 
only uncritical of the process and outcomes of supervision, 
but usually no more than an elaborate and repetitious 
homage to the practice. 

For all this, following logical analysis of the experience of 
supervision, with a commitment to questioning its 
methods, function and outcomes, it is hard to escape the 
conclusion that it is a means to control thinking and 
ultimately action.  It is not there to help anyone question to 
the extent that the proverbial spanner might get slung into 
the metaphorical works.  Supervision is a limited tool in 
terms of:  

a) confronting organisation structures 
b) effecting a means of reform  
c) providing a place to frame dissent 
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As it is a means to forward established methods or 
conformity to the status quo.  As such it is a process 
wherein questions become conformations.   

The above is a critical view of supervision but it is not a 
closed condemnation of the same.  As with Ujaama, we 
can use it within our own organisation of ourselves rather 
than be organised by it.  However, we can also start to 
embrace other ways of working and making it better.  We 
can only make something work by more effectively and 
efficiently by being clear and direct about its drawbacks 
and negative tendencies; supervision needs to be 
dismantled and its constituent parts inspected to see if they 
are fit for the purposes it is claimed to address.  This said, 
there is something colonial about the way supervision is 
conducted and underwritten by the literature.  Perhaps, 
with the help of the ethos of Ujaama we can create a 
decolonialised form of supervision. 
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