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Introduction
In this paper, I explore the nature and meaning of ‘school community’, in the sense and context of parents, children, staff and others involved in a community school project in a small town in the UK.  This paper focuses particularly on the intrinsic tension, anxiety and conflict of the school community as transitional space. Through engaging in dialogue and communicative action around the tension and conflict, individuals of different social dispositions, values and worldviews have a specific kind of opportunity to articulate their understanding of learning and education, reflect on learning practice and negotiate purpose and meaning of the school community.

 

In another paper, I established that a school community is formed around a common emergent vision for education and learning of teachers, parents, students, governors and trustees - and sometimes people within the broader social environment (Gill 2005). There has been a mutual and constitutive relationship between the school and the community: the school is integral to the community and the community is expressive of the relationship between all those who are involved the school. Hence, in this paper, it is simply termed “school community”.

In school community, individuals work collaboratively towards significant shared learning goals within an environment which is characterised by reciprocal human relations (ibid.). All members take the responsibility for their own learning and offer support for other’s learning and growth. Furthermore, school community is not a fixed or end product, it is a shared way of being developed by all members within a social environment and space, which is in constant renewal and transition. A school community may thus be understood as an ongoing and evolving process of learning and growth.  

For this paper, I draw on an in-depth ethnographic and narrative research-in-progress into the experiences of all members within the school community. This research seeks to understand the nature, process and meaning of the school as learning community and develop insights into the impact of community on its members’ experiences. The research has been a form of intervention and the rich narrative data generated presented opportunities for dialogue about, reflection on and re-construction of individuals’ journeys of learning through and within the school community. 

 

In-depth (auto/)ethnographic and narrative (auto/biographical) research has been seen as an effective way of ‘pursuing the quest for deeper, more elaborate understanding of teaching and learning’ (Roth 2005:10). Such an approach allows rigorous study of how learning takes place within the school community. A significant argument in this research is that community; which is seen as a space for a shared way of being, a negotiated process of belonging and an evolving process of becoming, plays a facilitative role in developing close human relations between all its members. The human relations, in turn, are a part of complex systems of relations and they underpin learning and the construction of members’ identity (Lave and Wenger 1991). Community and human relations, being at the centre of the school’s educational ethos, thus contribute to learning as a social and dialogic process. This understanding of learning acknowledges a dialectic relation between individual persons and the collective in which they are a part. The participation of all members is a necessary factor in the practice of the community.where individuals, the community, its systems and relations are mutually constitutive (ibid.).  

 

This study has has been particularly interesting for me because the school community is a community ‘in-the-making’.  This can readily be termed a ‘transitional space’ in which members engage in the dialogue of change, enablement, growth and transformative practice in a mutulality of learning
Re-conceptualising community
The concept of schools as learning communities has been used widely in many educational settings, and meant very different things depending on the specific contexts. These may include extending schools educational practice into the community; involving parents and other members of community in the school’s educational process, or allowing learning to take place simultaneously amongst all; children, staff, parents, and others. I want to explore the notion of the school community and its impact on learning, so it is fundamental to first understand what community is and how it can be characterised and constituted. 
Amongst many different definitions and conceptualisations of the notion of community, those that highlight the bonds between people (Hoggett 1997) and reciprocal human relations (Fielding 2000a, 2000b) seem to closely explain the phenomenon of the school community. Specifically, it is about a way of being in the world and a certain way that human being relate to each other (Fielding 2001). 

Drawing on McMillan and Chavis (1986), Brooks and Oliver (2003) discuss a four dimensional model which suggests that these key elements comprise a sense of community from a psychological perspective. 

	Element
	Attribute

	Membership
	Boundaries that separate us from them
Emotional safety
A sense of belonging and identification
A common symbol system

	Influence
	Individual members matter to the group
The group matters to the individual
Making a difference to the group
Individual members influence the group
The group influences the individual member

	Fulfilment of needs
	Benefits and rewards
Members meeting their own needs
Members meeting the needs of others
Reinforcement and fulfilment of needs

	Shared emotional connection
	Identifying with a shared event, history, time, place or experience
Regular and meaningful contact
Closure to events
Personal investment
Honour
Spiritual connection


Table 1: Elements of sense of community (after Brooks and Oliver 2003)

Table 1 summarises the complex and mutually constitutive relations between the individuals and the collective and highlights the significance of fulfilling human needs and shared common purposes, emotional and perhaps deeper levels of bonding. Here, the person, the practice and the world are integral of the whole and the essence of learning is therefore about individual becoming through being and belonging (also see Lee and Roth 2005).

From a social perspective, the phenomenon of school as learning community also indicates that being together in a community plays an important role individuals’ learning process, an aspect of learning which has been supported by many authors and theorists (Vygotsky 1978, Lave and Wenger 1991, Panitz 1996, Wenger 1998, Engeström 1999). With its quintessential social character, profound learning takes place when one is participating, engaging and being in the community.  

The purpose is to expand individuals’ capacity to achieve common goals and move forward and grow as both individuals and as a whole (Senge 1990). Here pursuit of the meaningfulness in individuals’ experience becomes the focus of being together, through which human development is a community member aspiration.  That is also to say that communication, interactions and relationships within the learning community are vital to individual members’ learning and development as human beings. 

 

There has been a sense of urgency in the loss of community in contemporary cultures (Sergiovanni 1994). In this context, the school community may help re-create authentic community where the relationships between all members reflect those found in families, neighbourhoods and other social organisations (ibid.). According to Sergiovanni, shared norms, commitment, purpose, values, professional socialisation and collegiality, and inter-dependence are what characterise professional learning communities.  Inclusiveness, meaningfulness and democracy are the features of his conception as the structure and framework of the school as a learning community. Sergiovanni adds that the key is a shared leadership which defines a set of shared beliefs and roles and the status of individuals within the school. Respect and trust for each individual’s competence and potential for making a contribution for the well being of the community is central to his argument that everyone is empowered to take responsibility in a learning community. 

Leadership is more than a democratic and inclusive endeavour, and caring should be the foundation of any ethical decision making within a community (Noddings 1984). Noddings argues that care is at the core of fundamental human needs and is the basis of human life. It is therefore central in fostering human relations, a core element for learning and growth.  From the perspective of care, Noddings (1992) has identified four key components in educational context: modelling, dialogue, practice and confirmation. According to Noddings, teachers must show in their own relations with the children and those around them what it means to care; and essentially, it is through dialogue that we can critically reflect on our relationships with each other; furthermore, to foster caring, it must be part of the school’s practice through trust, affirmation and encouragement. 

The school community involves a process of convergence with the practice, discourse, values and beliefs of its members. Learning requires a context where activity is directed towards some sort of shared goal, which is geared towards negotiating meaning, personhood and ongoing growth (Wenger 1998).  

The convergence of values, discourse and practices is especially significant when exploring learning within schools. In the UK, teaching and learning are defined by a National Curriculum and sets of measurements that are utilized and implemented by OFSTED. Educational values and ideals of state schools do not necessarily converge with those of the teachers who are often confined by their own lack of resistance towards what is happening within the state schooling sector, or with those of the parents, some of whom are struggling to come to terms with the impact of state education and learning in relation to what they hope to achieve for their children.

Children and young people generally have no say regarding the kind of education they want, what they wish to learn and how they want to learn it. They may however find themselves posited in a debate about what is in their interests.  What should the children and young people be doing at school? How can there be more democracy, inclusiveness and convergence of values held in common? 

The New School
In the context of parents’ discontent with the current state schooling model in the UK, thousands of families are looking for alternative approaches to educating their children and hence the emergence of small parent-and-teacher run schools and growing interest in other more established alternative schools, such as Steiner’s and Montessori schools (Carnie 2003). Parents are often the main driving force for establishing small schools and in the formation of school learning communities (Cotton 2001). The New School is one such example. 

The New School is named descriptively. A small alternative school located in the centre of a county town in England, it serves 70 children aged between 3 and 11; and caters for a community of about 60 families from multicultural backgrounds. The school is adjacent to a pond, park, wetlands and an open-air swimming pool, which become the extended environment and physical space of the community. The school logo depicts birds flying from a tree, under a framed blue sky. I was told that the metaphor is that the school is an organic entity where freedom is nurtured, but within boundaries. The boundary is embedded in the school itself as a community. Both children and adults are encouraged to be who they are and yet they must learn to live with each other, with each others’ interests and well-being in mind. 

The school was started in September 2000 by a group of parents who were dissatisfied with what was happening in state schools. These parents, some were home schooling their children, wanted a different educational experience for children, i.e. an education that aims at the holistic development of each individual child. They lobbied about their ideas for over two years locally, nationally and internationally, and their ‘painfully hard work’ resulted in finding patrons and raising the funds to buy the school premises. It says on the school website:

We look to discover what is unique about every child, and to support that uniqueness by creating a range of teaching and learning opportunities for the different styles of learning.
The school claims itself as a community of learners:

We are a “community of learners” creating a safe space where each person is valued and respected for themselves and where we work together to develop and grow. Our approach to learning strives to stimulate fun, creativity, energy and challenge, to support a love of learning that will be life-long, and a sense of wonder and joy in discovery. 

Encouraging children to be themselves and stay connected with their true selves is seen as one of the school’s important goals. Its website also says: 

We encourage children to find their own spirit. When someone is themselves, they’re happy. We help children become truly themselves, which is one of the greatest gifts of education.

The school community appears to be a vibrant, committed group, with good friendships between families. Parents are encouraged to be involved in the school’s educational process. The school offers two termly open forums for all to make their voices heard and for all to take on different responsibilities to make the school a better place. Parents and members of the community are intended to be empowered and involved in the school’s practices.

The school acknowledges the importance of mutuality of learning. Here it says on the website: 

As a community of learners we acknowledge that we adults are also learning, alongside the children, to develop as authentic human beings. 

As a member of Human Scale Education (a UK based charity that supports small and alternative schools in Britain), the New School is proud of its human-scale community. 

We believe that by creating small classes and a smallish school we have created a community where relationships are valued and where it is possible to ‘know’ each other and our gifts. It’s also far more possible to include children in the process of learning and making school-wide decisions. Our human-scale community gives us more scope to be creative and flexible in all areas of school and human development (The New School Brochure).

This concept of community is also emphasised at the core of the school’s aim: 

 

1. We aim to create a community of children, parents and staff where there is mutual love and support and to provide the highest quality learning experiences for our children.

 

2. All adults employed in the school will be supported in their commitment to this Vision and Mission; they will model the approaches we use and the outcomes we aim for in their own relationships, in their love of learning, in applying this wide range of learning strategies themselves. 

 

3. We aim to develop everyone, both staff and children as true human beings, nurturing spiritual growth, and the development of each one’s talents, self-confidence and inter-personal skills (The New School Mission Statement).

For the first three years, the school had a head teacher, who later resigned from the school due to the pressure of having to combine teaching and leadership. After discussions amongst the staff, governors and trustees, a decision was made that the school would be run by the staff collectively, with teachers taking on responsibility for children’s learning and the administrator taking on managerial and administrative responsibilities. This structure is termed as ‘collaborative leadership’.  

Parents take the New School as an alternative to state schools in which their children find it challenging to fit in. Often, these children have unidentified special learning needs, or they have been brought up under more liberal and progressive parenting ideals. The staff at the school have to cater for more diverse needs and demands, from children and parents. Smallness means that those challenges are not diluted, they are concentrated and a bit more ‘in your face’, as one teacher’s had described it.

It is worth noting that the school community is very reluctant to see itself as any kind of elite. The school is fee paying, but only at a moderate level. The staff are paid much less than those working in state schools. Many parents considered their children as being excluded from state schools. In 2004, as a result of Human Scale Education’s campaign, the government agreed to fund the New School, but the school refused the ‘offer’ after realising that what it has strived for would be diminished completely once it came under the administration of its local educational authority.  

Ethnographic narrative research
The research, being designed to be a one-year project (now in the 8th month), has created another space where individuals are given the opportunity to tell and re-tell their lived experience and their journeys of growing and developing along side or through the New School. 

I visit the school once a week during term time, which has given me the opportunity to be immersed in the school community. I have interviewed many parents and children and all the teachers and teaching assistant. I have arranged three interviews with each key participant and there has been an obvious change in the way individuals are willing to reflect on their experience, both past and present. The (auto)/ethnographic and narrative approach of this research led me to engage as a participating observer, and yet in effect I became an active participant of the school community. Together, we perceive ourselves as we narrate about our lives and experiences. In this sense, the research has embraced the possibility for individuals to re-construct their life stories and self identities as they are encountered in the school community (Riceour 1992, Clandinin and Connelly 2000).  

Research, and the space thus created, is of course a transitive learning experience in itself. From my research experience and interview data so far, it could also be observed that the research provided an opportunity for community members to re-articulate their own ideas and perception of alternative education and develop new understanding of what it means to be together. By re-articulating and re-constructing lived reality, multiple and complex emotions and tensions and conflicts are unfolded, and thus illuminate dialogue and meaningful communication. So in this transitional sense of re-negotiation of meaning and aspiration.

Trust has been crucial for the research to operate as an effective transitional space. This trust is built within a safe environment which is essential for the exchange of stories and experiences, emotion recollections and meaningful interaction. Over time, I have developed rapport with staff, parents and children and this relationship gradually allowed these individuals to open up and gain trust in me, and in themselves, to reflect and re-construct. From a safe and trusting position, participants can construe their community co-temporaneously  as ‘my space’ and ‘our space’. 

The journeys of a few individuals

At this point, I want to briefly outline a few individuals’ experience of the New School and how they perceived of their own experience. Due to the space allowed in this paper, I will focus on aspects of their experience relating to how they engaged in the tension and conflict within the community and hence gained new insights of learning from this encounter and engagement. 

Alison

Alison was one of the founders of the school and worked as the school secretary for a couple of years before becoming the school administrator. She has four children and three of them have attended the New School. The youngest one is in the top class and he has been with the school for nearly six years. 

A biologist, journalist and writer, prior to starting the school, Alison had a small school in her own house, run and managed entirely by parents of the children attending the school. This experience gave Alison and a few other parents a very cohesive idea of what kind of learning experience they would like their children and themselves to have. This shared ideal of education was then developed into the initial vision for a new school, at the centre of which is the learning community.

Alison says that the school community is not a simple process and requires much questioning, reflection, experimentation and exploration. To this end, the school’s vision and educational philosophy has been constantly articulated. 

Alison: About two years ago all the teachers, governors, trustees and I got together with a facilitator and we consolidated a vision for the school, which has been again reviewed recently. 

During the first two years, being a small alternative school, the school allowed more freedom and fewer rules were applied. Plus the children who were transferred from state schools due to their inability to fit in, the New School encountered serious disruptive behaviours from some of its students. Alison and another founder parent Sally had meetings with staff and parents and realised that freedom and boundary must go hand-in-hand within a community like this. Sally, having been a TET (Teacher Effectiveness Trainer) trained, volunteered to work with Alison and the children in order to develop a more facilitative and humane environment for learning.    

Together, they came up with the communication model to be integrated by teachers, parents and children. The essence of the model is compassion and mutual respect, and using language to clearly express one’s authentic feelings towards each other. The key of this model is not merely about conflict resolution, but more about cultivating a human culture within the community. Alison believes that the model has helped all members of the community to live and grow together. 

Alison: We live the model and therefore, it is part of our culture; it is not a remedy for conflict, it is nutritive of healthy human relations. 

Outside of formal classroom teaching time, much of the model has become an integral part of the school day-to-day routine, including morning quiet time and circle time, playtime and lunch time, school assemblies and other occasions. The school has indeed become a lively, dynamic and cooperative space where human relationships penetrate all that is taking place. The question remains as to how learning within formal classroom settings reflect the communication model and the human relations and help develop children’s full potential. 

Although Alison thinks the collaborative leadership is, in some ways, working, she is concerned that staff are not critical and reflective enough about each other’s practices, and in particular, the pedagogy, and how the vision is translated into day-to-day classroom interaction and activities. For instance, on the one hand, 

Alison: the teachers have a lot of scope individually to influence their classes and to teach according to their own understanding, rather than according to an institutionally set methodology and targets and so on, which I think for the teachers is very liberating and exciting.
On the other hand, 

Alison: I am concerned (about) if all of our children have reached their academic potential. The ones moving on to secondary schools found that their academic skills and knowledge fell behind other children of the same year group. For example, my daughter, she just started secondary school after five years at the New School. She has so much to catch up in some subjects, particularly in maths.

In the meantime, Alison acknowledged that like her daughter, the New School graduates have all been seen as exhibiting unique persona, charisma, maturity and inter-personal skills. The feedback other schools sent back about these children include self esteem, motivation for learning, and strong personal opinions and creativity. Alison also confirmed that her daughter is quick at catching up with her academic work in the secondary school. 

Alison sees this tension as between the emphasis on the need to develop human relations and the need for intellectual development. For Alison, both are equally important, and even mutually enhancing. It is a question of having a critical attitude about the school’s pedagogy and holistic assessment about learning. 

The major tension identified by Alison is that between the founders and the teachers. None of the teachers are part of the original founding team and none of the founding members are qualified teachers. Founding members, especially, Alison, take the responsibility to re-articulate the school ethos and encourage the teachers to develop pedagogies that support the vision. However, because Alison, like other founding members, is not a teacher herself, and therefore is unable to be critical with teachers’ practices. During the research, this tension has intensified and Alison suggested a head teacher be employed who would be qualified to resolve this tension and truly carry the educational vision forward.

Despite the tensions, the evolving nature of the school community gives Alison hope: 

Alison: It is very difficult to really think or completely re-imagine education in one step. … but we are on the journey of exploring, evolving, changing and trying ways which work. We are called New School. I hope being New, by attempting something different, by anchoring the things that work well, we are possibly fulfilling our vision.  

Chitra

Chitra was born to Asian parents and was brought up and educated in the UK, her husband is Jewish. They have three children and Chitra is a full time mother. Her three children (two boys and one girl) have been attending the New School for over three years. The reason Chitra sent her children to the New School was that her eldest son, Kye, who is now 10 years old, didn’t fit in any other schools he tried, including both state schools and a Steiner School. When they first visited the New School, Chitra and her children felt immediately at home. 

Chitra: From the moment I walked in, I felt the school was a bit like an extension of home. Yes, it was very much an extension of home: there was a real warm feeling, and I felt that it was a very accepting place, somewhere where we could just be ourselves and that was really important and still really important.  

Chitra felt even more at home when she later discovered that many other families shared her views of education, parenting and even life styles. Like other people she met at the New School, Chitra wanted an education for her children which would be different from her own. Being academically successful (mainly in terms of top grades), Chitra felt her education has never contributed to her growth as a human being.  Her view on parenting, concurring with other parents of the school, included for example breastfeeding the children for two years, allowing the children to develop themselves freely, providing them with homemade organic food and maximising their learning experience by encouraging all kinds of social, cultural and natural encounters. 

Chitra said that she has been alienated from the ethnic community she came from due to her marriage and the same is true for her husband. It has been a great delight for them to have found the school community and they both felt a strong sense of belonging there. 

Chitra: I like to be involved in the school and to feel part of the community. When we have the school summer fairs, I am always helping; or in the class, reading with the children, cooking together and so on. What you put in, you get it out and the sense of community is really important to us. We have made a lot of friends and relationships. Coming from a mixed race background, we have, in a way, alienated ourselves from the communities into which we were born and chosen to relate to the world differently. This is where we truly belong.

After the introduction of communication model, Chitra noticed some striking difference in the way her children communicated. She decided to join other parents in a parenting course organised and provided by Sally.  

Chitra: It was to our surprise that it wasn’t so much a parenting course, but effective communication. The course really helped me reflect on how I communicate with my husband, with the children; it helped convey my feelings more clearly and made me do things in a better way. So it gave me more than I hoped for.

Despite all this, however, Chitra has the most challenging experience at the school because of kye, a gifted child who is highly advanced in his intellectual development, but has problem in writing and also in socialising. Chitra and her husband had hoped that the New School, being small and child-centred, might help Kye by providing high academic input so that he could be more motivated and stimulated. Their view contrasted that which was held by the school. Since Kye was completely dysfunctional in his behaviour and his relation with other children and adults, the school laid emphasis on Kye’s emotional development.   

Chitra: Kye is very frustrated and he can get bored easily. He finds that they are spending too long on a singular task and his brain is already moving on. There is always not enough for him. He almost needs it like a food, particularly in Maths. He is very adept in science and his understanding of scientific knowledge is not used in the school at all. There is no scope for expanding on this. 
The class teacher Michael also held the view that learning must be fun, experiential instead of pursuing quantitative knowledge. This tension between the Chitra and the school resulted in over two years’ ongoing discussions, dialogue and negotiation. All communication was directed towards the interest of Kye and at later discussions, also involved the child himself. The conclusion was that despite the willingness from the school to accommodate Kye’s emotional and intellectual development, there is nothing more on offer than what they have already done for him. 

Chitra was very reluctant to remove Kye from the New School because her two other children love the school and are extremely happy, ‘they are flourishing’, in Chitra’s own words. The dialogue continues, however, because Chitra’s middle child (7 years old) has also shown signs of intellectual advancement. Growing up in the New School, this child seems to have developed more holistically and has a much better rapport with other children than his brother. Even so, the class teacher and Chitra have already started discussing all possible strategies to support the child. 

Michael

Michael is a father of two young children. Disillusioned with the state school system, but believing strongly in learning and real education, Michael left the state school where he was teaching as a senior team leader in 2001. He then joined the New School and has been teaching the top class (children of 9-11 years) ever since.  Michael loves the smallness but also acknowledges the challenges of being small:

Michael: I think the smallness makes it difficult because we have a lot of responsibility and it is spread very thinly. If someone is off ill then that responsibility is transferred. We have a lot of responsibilities with curriculum and other things the head teacher might have to do, and we have to take care of each other. 

Michael saw the early days of the New School as ones in which it was just ‘blowing in the wind’ because it went through an entire process of negotiating with all parties, parents, teachers, trustees, governors, friends and supporters, regarding what all wanted the school to be. The early tension was on consolidating a common vision and it was highly pressurised situation for the teachers. Michael considers it a worthwhile effort to work out what the school is about and is satisfied that they have now finally come to a point where a structure, albeit one still evolving,  is in place, as envisaged by the school development plan.

For Michael, the school’s accumulated progress over time suggests that the structure is working well: the curriculum’s two- year rolling programme enables children to develop in a safer and well cared for environment; the collaborative leadership makes him feel empowered and supported. Compared with his experience working as senior staff at a state school, Michael feels that  collaborative leadership is more emancipatory. 

Michael: We don’t have the same senior managerial issues where I was responsible for a team of people; instead, I’m responsible for working with a group of people, so this is different. 

The tension that Michael identified in the collaborative leadership is between the staff and parents. Due to the openness of the school community, parents and other family members are encouraged and empowered to be involved in the discussions of issues and concerns openly and actively. Because there is no authoritative figure, the teachers are constantly confronted by parents’ demands, suggestions and proposals for innovations. 

Michael: It is great that parents are so enthusiastic about what is happening at the school, but finding the balance is important. Otherwise, we will find ourselves being led by the parents’ demands completely. It is a tiring process to maintain the balance.

Michael has good rapport with children in his class, but his main challenge has been a conflict about his own teaching approach, his assessment of individual children in his class and what parents want for their children. 

Michael: There will always be such conflict, but that is OK. Having such disputation means that we are all open and honest about each other. It gives us opportunities to clarify our intentions and to understand our needs and children’s needs better.

There is also ambiguity in terms of Michael’s attitude towards the communication model that Alison and Sally have been promoting. Michael acknowledges the positive change in that the communication model has enabled everyone to become open and honest, has given children a voice and made them part of the decision making process. He remains unclear as to how much it has been used in classroom and should be used in classroom. ‘Sometimes, I just want to get on with things and to use the model to communicate and sort things out can take a long time’, says Michael. 

Like all the teachers, Michael aspires for changes and transformation in the school, but at the same time, wants to have the space to accommodate the existing progress so that learning can be internalised. 

School community as a transitional space

The school community is committed to an educational ethos underpinned by human relations and has sought to enable all members’ learning and to involve all in community’s development and growth. In this paper, I have examined some of the notions of learning community from multiple perspectives and used a case study of a small British school to understand further the concept of school community. This paper has highlighted the tension and conflict that accompanied the development process of the school community by reference to a few members experiences. 

The main insight from the research so far is that school community, despite the challenges in establishing and sustaining it, can provide a valuable support for learning and growth, and above all, is a space for ongoing dialogue, communication, reflection and exploration about the purpose of education. The New School has not been a smooth linear journey, in effect, the process is in itself an ongoing articulation and interpretation of the school’s educational visions, members’ worldview and personal identities. 

Throughout the research, I have seen these questions being asked again and again: who we are, what are we doing here in the school, what kind of learning experience do we want to provide for our children and ourselves, and how can we support each other in order to achieve all these. In fact, most members have been party to the ongoing reflexivity and many saw their own learning and growth in relation to the school community . 

Kathy is one. Her two children have been with the school since it started and the elder one has just moved up to a secondary school. She helped prepare for the school’s opening and has been passionate about being part of the community ever since. She talks about the school as “our” school. 

Kathy: Our school is a place where people can take something on, and then feel really good about having done it; and you can see that it is essentially about being with each other. I thrived from my involvement here and so did my children. I am giving much less time now, but I can see others take it on. Cat, for instance, from a new parent to a confident governor and she and her children are just flourishing here. We allow people to achieve their potential, in this sense, our school really makes a difference.

Miriam is another. A qualified and experienced child minder, she started at the school as a kindergarten assistant. Over time, she has exhibited so much confidence and quality in her work that she is now working as a pre-school class teacher. Miriam sees her own transformation as a natural process encouraged by the school community, supported by the human relations. 

Miriam: We come together because we all desire the same thing: a fantastic learning environment and mutual respect, love and care for everybody. It hasn’t changed from day one but then things around are changing because taking and giving, that is how we learn and grow. 

Kathy, Miriam and many others perceive the school community as a transitional space which means it is where changes and growth take place and the culture is not static.  Re-interpretation, re-articulation and re-construction permeate the process, and progress and transformation is part of the aspiration. The mutually constitutive dialectic between individuals and the school community indicates that this transitional space in effect provides a ground for developing a sense of belonging as well as scope for individual becoming. 

Individuals in the school community, in one way or the other, regard themselves as being excluded from the culture of state schooling. The school community unites these individuals by a common vision for education. This complex and ever shifting space is characterised by essentially human relations, which make ‘open’, ‘safe’ and ‘trusting’ space a possibility. The openness, safety and trust enable members to construct meaning and sense of self as individuals and the sense of self as ‘we’. To be together and to have the fundamental sense of belonging becomes the basis for the development of self. (Lee and Roth). 

Conflict, tension and anxiety have been expected to accompany the process of significant change. As Michael suggests, it is not a matter of avoiding the conflict or resolving the conflict, instead, it is a matter of engaging and fusing the diverse perspectives in order to realign and re-negotiate purpose for the betterment of the community. Ultimately, dialogue about conflict and tension in itself is a form of learning, leading to reflexivity and perhaps solidarity. 

(Auto)/ethnographic and narrative research allows individuals’ life styles, personal life histories and educational experience to be unfolded, which has the potential to help articulate their educational values, choices and meanings through intersubjectivity (Roth 2005). 

Individuals in today’s world are more reflexive in terms of their own role in shaping the self and the world around us (Giddens 1992). Participants in this research acknowledge our vulnerability in finding and developing solutions to the challenging situations, such as schooling, alone, they conclude that being together and working together empowers them to seek mutual support within a space for reciprocity, exchange and meaningful engagement.

In the UK, authentic and spontaneous coming together of individuals, such as the case of the New School community presented in this paper, is no longer unusual or anecdotal. The school community itself reveals itself to those involved in the transitional space between a communal and personal reality and to the wider world, thus presenting itself as dynamic cultural phenomenon.
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