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Abstract

This study is about the categorisation of people in educational settings. It is clearly
positioned from the perspective of the person categorised, and is particularly concerned with
the violations involved when the error components of such categorisations are made
invisible.

Such categorisations are important. The study establishes the centrality of the
measurement of educational standards to the production and control of the individual in
society, and indicates the destabilising effect of doubts about the accuracy of such
categorisations.

Educational measurement is based on the notion of error, yet both the literature and
practice of educational assessment trivialises that error. The study examines in detail how
this trivialisation and obfuscation is accomplished.

In particular the notion of validity is examined and is seen to be an advocacy for the
examiner, for authority. The notion of invalidity has therefore been reconceptualised in a
way that enables epistemological and ontological slides, and other contradictions and
confusions to be highlighted, so that more genuine estimates of categorisation error might be
specified.
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Part 1: Positioning
Chapter 1: Positioning the study: content and methodology
Chapter 2: Positioning the writer: experience

Chapter 3: Positioning the writer: philosophy and value

Chapter 1: Positioning the study - content and methodology

Summary of the study

The project grew out of a general critique of assessment theory and practices, and
in particular of the way in which the notion of error in measurement is obfuscated.
The fundamental research question that informed this study is:

How is error in measurement of standards obscured in most practical events
involving assessment of persons?

The study that subsequently developed

e (Clearly positions the writer in terms of the experience, philosophy and values that
he brings to this study.

e Develops some tools of analysis of the educational assessment process that
enables a more stringent critique of the nature and extent of error in the
measurement of standards.

e Establishes the centrality of the notion of the educational standard to the
categorisation, production and control of the individual in society.

e Shows how the professional literature on educational measurement is based on the
notion of error, and at the same time trivialises that notion.

e Re-examines some of the fundamental assumptions of educational assessment
generally and psychometrics in particular. Indicates some of their most blatant
self-contradictions and fudges.

e Reconceptualises the notion of invalidity, and positions the field of educational
categorisation here, from the perspective of the examined, rather than with
validity, which is an advocacy for the examiner.

e Applies some of this analysis to a study of competency standards in general, and
in particular University grades, and national literacy testing as developed in the
Australian context during the 1990s.

As can be seen, the initial research question has generated action as well as
understanding, a tool to repair the damage resulting from the critique, and a way to
reduce some of the violence it implies.

Relevant Literature

The relevant literature is extensive as well as intensive, as the Bibliography
shows. The extensiveness was necessary, as many of the misconceptions and fudges and
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contradictions that characterise the field of educational assessment have been caused by
a myopia regarding knowledge outside the arbitrary boundaries within which the field
encloses itself.

Within the field of educational measurement the critical studies which most
overlap mine are: in the United Kingdom, Hartog & Rhodes (1936), Cox (1965); in the
United States, Hoffman (1964), Nairn (1980), Airasian (1979), and Glass (1978); in
Australia, Rechter & Wilson (1968).

The Hartog & Rhodes study clearly showed the enormous instability of the
measurement of standards in Public Examinations in England. The sneakiness of some
of the research techniques in no way detracts from the dramatic incisiveness of the data.
Cox did a similar job and ended up with a similar horror story on measurements of
University grades. Hoffman directed his critical attention to the detail of multiple choice
testing. Nairn's critique of the work of Educational Testing Service, and in particular the
part it plays in College Entrance, is devastating in its implications. Airasian's book is a
comprehensive critique of competency testing. Glass attacks the measurement of
standards at its most vulnerable point; there are no standards, or at least none that
psychometrics can produce. And Rechter & Wilson's study indicates the confusion about
how to reduce error that accompanies public examining in Australia.

On the other hand, most of the literature on reliability and validity is pertinent to
this study, because, when its discourse is repositioned from examiner to examined, it
provides more than enough invalidity information to self destruct.

Most studies of error in the measurement of standards are however much more
specific in their focus than is mine. Their minimal effect on practice has perhaps
partially been due to the fact that their critiques were in terms of their own discipline of
educational measurement; a discipline that owes its very existence to the claim to
accurate judgments. In terms of general style and scope this study is perhaps closer to the
work of Persig (1975; 1991), who delved, articulately if deviously, much more deeply
into the notion of quality.

Within the field of power relations and the construction of the individual the
studies most similar are those published in Foucault and Education (Ball,1990), in
particular those that take off from Foucault's placement of the examination as a central
apparatus of power/knowledge.

This study is significant in that it brings these two diverse fields of educational
assessment, and the power relations that pervade education, into much closer contact, to
expose their interrelations, and allow the critique to cross fertilise.

Importance of the study

The initial question addressed is how the whole matter of error in measurement of
standards is obscured in most practical events involving assessment and measurement.

This is directly related to the centrality of the notion of the educational standard to
the categorisation, production and control of the individual in society. For if the notion
of the standard is crucial to the maintenance of power relations, and its empirical
realisation is prone to enormous error, then the whole apparatus of power/knowledge
that depends on it is in jeopardy.

I argue in Chapters 4 and 5 that the examination normalises and individualises,
and is impotent without the notion of the measured standard, the sword that divides, the
wedge that produces the gaps; and how important it is that these measures of standards
be seen as accurate if current societal structures are to be maintained.

One view of immorality is that it is behaviour that destabilises a social system. So
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if playing the game is inevitable, is questioning the rules not so much dangerous as
despicable, immoral to the point of being unthinkable? Is this the reason for the great
silence about the enormous errors in any measure of standards? Does this account for the
erasure from public consciousness and discourse of the obvious fact that educational
standards as a thin accurate line have no empirical existence, and attempts to measure in
relation to that line no instrumental reality?

In Chapters 6 to 17 thirteen sources of invalidity that contribute to the error and
confusion of all categorisations of individual persons are detailed and elucidated,
indicating how this silence in professional and public consciousness might be filled with
a deafening noise.

In Chapters 18 and 19 of this study I apply some of the analytic tools developed to
the contemporary scene in Australia, and demonstrate how the noise may be turned into
a coherent critique of practice. In 1997 competency standards, as a form of assessment,
have become, and are becoming, the major credentialing instrument for both educational
and vocational courses and jobs. In addition, they are now the basis for job descriptions.
In defining what training is required for a job, what prerequisites are required to attempt
a job, what the job is, and how performance on the job is to be assessed, the cycle of
fantasy created by this controlled semantic reductionism is complete; the material world
of education and employment has become textualised in terms of competencies (Collins,
1993; Cairns, 1992). The fragility of this theorising is exposed when examined in terms
of the reconstructed notion of invalidity developed in this study.

In Universities students are still categorised in terms of grades loosely defined.
What do they mean? How error prone are they? And in the schools all Australian states
have agreed to introduce tests of literacy. Certainly they will introduce tests. But what
will they measure? And with what accuracy? Again the reconstructed notion of
invalidity is used to critically evaluate such questions.

Methodology and the critique of practice

The study roves beyond the artificial constraints of psychometric theory and test
practice; into ontology, epistemology and the metaphysics of quality; into the nature of
instrumentation; into the relations between equity and assessment frames of reference;
into the fundamental notion of comparability; into the detail of the relation between rank
orders, standards and categorisations; and into the minefield of the psychometric fudge.

Is there method in this diverse madness? Where is the methodology that informs
this wild profusion? The study aims to expose the madness that underlies much of the
current method. So what is a methodology that undermines methodologies?

One such method is critical analysis, the analysis of the educational discourse that
comprises the field of assessment. The polices and practices of educational assessment
become fused in the discourse in which they are embedded (Ball, 1994).

Discourses are about what can be said, and thought, but also about who can
speak, when, where and with what authority. Discourses embody the
meaning and use of propositions and words. Thus, certain possibilities for
thought are constructed . . . We do not speak a discourse, it speaks us. We
are the subjectivities, the voices, the knowledge, the power relations that a
discourse constructs and allows (p22).

Analysis of such discourses may not be used to determine the truth. Yet such
analyses may be very sensitive to the uncovering of untruths, by determining the extent
to which they embody "incoherencies, distortions, structured omissions and negations
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which in turn expose the inability of the language of ideology to produce coherent
meaning" (Codd, 1988, p245).

How would such untruths be established?

e First, by uncovering self contradictions, within the overt discourse, or between the
unstated assumptions of the discourse and the facts that the discourse establishes.

e Second, by exposing false claims, claims that may be shown with empirical
evidence constructed within its own frame of reference to be untrue.

e Third, by detailing some of the psychometric fudges on which many assessment
claims depend to maintain their established meaning.

e Fourth, by indicating how repositioning the discourse may dramatically change its
truth value.

e Fifth, by establishing four discrete epistemological frames of reference for
assessment discourse as currently constructed, and indicating the confusion when
one frame is viewed from the perspectives of the others.

e Sixth, by noticing frame shifts within a particular discourse, with the resulting
confusion of meaning.

e Seventh, by exposing the ontological slides and epistemological camouflages
necessary to sustain many truth claims.

So in this study I will substantiate the contention that some of the explicit and
implicit "truths" embedded in assessment practices are falsifiable; that empirical data
constructed from their own assumptions denies the accuracy they assume; that this data
is not only adequately detailed in the literature, but further, that the notion of error is the
epistemological basis of much of that literature. All of which makes the public silence
about the presence of error even more puzzling.

I shall show that the epistemological and ontological grounds for the whole field
of assessment of individual persons are enormously shaky. I shall also explain how the
literature about the very notion of validity is founded on a biased position, so that the
sources of invalidity are much deeper and wider than is admitted in practice, even
though clearly implied in theory and its attendant discourse.

I shall indicate the complexity of the notion of invalidity, with its practical face of
error. Error includes all those differences in rank ordering and placement in different
assessments at different times by different experts; all the confusions and varieties of
meaning attached to the "construct" being assessed; and all those variabilities arising out
of logical type errors, issues of context, faulty labelling, and problems associated with
prediction. To further complicate the matter error has a different meaning depending on
the assessment frame of reference. And I will show that estimates of the extent of the
confusion along many of these dimensions may be easily estimated.

This is a critical study. Foucault (1988) says:

There is always a little thought even in the most stupid institutions; there is
always thought even in silent habits. Criticism is a matter of flashing out
that thought and trying to change it: to show that things are not as
self-evident as one believed, to see that what is accepted as self-evident will
be no longer accepted as such. Practising criticism is a matter of making
facile gestures difficult (p155).

Using Foucault's terminology, this is a critical study designed to make facile
assessment gestures about standards difficult.
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Methodology and inquiry systems

After a twenty three page discussion on data and analysis relevant to construct
validation, which to Messick (1989) means all validation, he concludes

... test validation in essence is scientific inquiry into score meaning -
nothing more, but also nothing less. All of the existing techniques of
scientific inquiry, as well as those newly emerging, are fair game for
developing convergent and discriminant arguments to buttress the construct
interpretation of test scores (p56).

I would broaden this to refer to any categorisation produced by transforming a
continuity into a dichotomy. And for now I want to leave aside the obvious bias in the
word "buttress," and focus here on inquiry systems themselves. For Messick (1989),
conservative as he is, accepts that

because observations and meanings are differentially theory-laden and
theories are differentially value-laden, appeals to multiple perspectives on
meaning and values are needed to illuminate latent assumptions and action
implications in the measurement of constructs (p32).

Churchman (1971), elucidates five such scientific inquiry systems of differential
values and epistemology, roughly related to philosophies espoused by Liebniz, Lock,
Kant, Hegel and Singer. Mitroff (1973) has developed and summarised Churchman's
systems. Very briefly, the Liebnizian inquiry mode begins with undefined ideas and
rules of operation, ending with models that count as explanations. The Lockean mode
begins with undefined experiential elements, and uses consensual agreement to establish
facts. The Kantian system shows the interdependence of the Liebnizian and Lockean
modes, and uses somewhat complementary Liebnizian models to interrogate the same
Lockian data bank, to ultimately arrive at the best model. The Hegelian mode uses
antithetical models to explain the same data, leaving it for the decision maker to create
the most appropriate synthesis for a particular purpose. In this mode values of enquirer
and decision maker become exposed. Finally, the inquiry system of Singer (1959), is one
of multiple epistemological observation, where each inquiring system is observed from
the assumptions of the others, and each methodology is processed by those of the others.
Churchman (1971) paraphrases Singer clearly and cleanly: "the reality of an observing
mind depends on it being observed, just as the reality of any aspect of the world depends
upon observation" (p146).

How do these inquiry systems link to the seven ways of demonstrating untruths, or
nonsense, detailed in the previous section? It is the Singerian inquiry mode that best
characterises this study as a whole. Although particular modes have been utilised for
particular critical purposes, this is in itself justified by the Singerian inquiry mode.

So whilst the first three methods listed are clearly in the Liebnizian and Lockean
modes, the other four involve the explication of shifting sets of assumptions, and belong
to the Singerian mode. In particular the examination of compatibilities between the four
frames of reference for assessment on the one hand, and equity definitions, power
relations, instrumentation requirements, and notions of comparabiltiy and quality on the
other, demonstrate clearly that to the Singerian enquirer, "information is no longer
merely scientific or technical, but also ethical as well" (Mitroff, 1973, p125).

The "conversation pieces" and "stories" used to demonstrate the absurdity of some
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assessment claims belong to the Hegelian mode. Churchman (1971) explains:

The Hegelian inquirer is a storyteller, and Hegel's thesis is that the best
inquiry is the inquiry that produces stories. The underlying life of a story is
its drama, not its "accuracy". Drama has the logical characteristics of a flow
of events in which each subsequent event partially contradicts what went
before; there is nothing duller than a thoroughly consistent story. Drama is
the interplay of the tragic and the comic; its blood is conviction, and its
blood pressure is antagonism. It prohibits sterile classification. It is above
all implicit; it uses the explicit only to emphasise the implicit (p 178).

Strategy of deterrence

The general strategy used to make the case for the invalidity of most current
assessment practice is borrowed from military policies of nuclear deterrence. It is a
strategy of overkill. Of the thirteen sources of invalidity developed in this study, any one
would, if fully applied to current assessment practices, take them out, neutralise them,
render them inoperable. To nullify this attack on validity of tests, examinations and
categorisations generally, it is necessary to destroy not one missile, but all of them.

Methodology and structure of the study

The study has been presented in seven parts: Positioning, Context, Tools of
Analysis, Error Analysed, Synthesis, Application, and a Concluding Statement.

Part 1 - Positioning : All descriptions of events, all writing, is positioned; makes
certain assumptions, is viewed from a particular perspective. Part one positions the study
in terms of focus and method, and the writer in terms of experience and philosophy.

In this opening chapter I position the work in terms of its general content and
methodology, and show how it all fits together. So Chapter 1 briefly summarises what
the study is about, what literature is most similar in both content and style, what is the
importance of the study and its possible impact, and in this section how it is structured.

In Chapter 2 I show how the study is positioned in terms of some of the learnings
accrued from the professional and life experiences of the author.

In Chapter 3 I indicate how the study is positioned in terms of philosophy and
value, and how that relates to some contemporary literature.

Part 2 - Context: Assessment involves events that occur in, and are given
meanings in, a social context. In Part 2 I elucidate some aspects of that context.

In Chapter 4 I focus on the way power relations both violate and produce those
who act out their lives within their influence. In particular the centrality of the
examination is exposed in the production of the modern individual, defined as an object
positioned, classified and articulated along a limited set of linear dimensions.

In Chapter 5 the argument in Chapter 4 is applied and developed in terms of
educational assessment. In particular I examine the crucial part that the standard plays in
the whole mechanism of defining cut-offs for abnormality and non-acceptance, and how
important it is that these standards be seen as accurate if current societal structures are to
be maintained.

In Chapter 6 I focus on the cultural meanings that attach themselves to the notion
of the standard, and assign the idea of the human standard to the mythological sphere, a
place apart from critical thought. I examine the emotional intensity of discourse about
the standard, its significance as an article of faith, and how this is related to the
maintenance of control and good order.
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Part 3 - Tools of analysis: In Part 3 some tools for looking at specific assessment
events are developed. In Chapters 7 to 12 I examine four different epistemological
frames of reference for assessment, and relate these to notions of equity, to hierarchical
structures, instrumentation, comparability, rank orders and standards, logical types, and
quality. These chapters introduce some independent, fundamental, and rarely discussed
aspects of underlying assumptions involved in events culminating in the assessment of
students. Inadequacies in any one of these aspects would, in a rational world, be enough
to destroy the credibility of most student assessments. I will contend that all practical
assessments of people contain major inadequacies in most of them.

In Chapter 7 four different frames of reference are defined; four different and
largely incompatible sets of assumptions that underlie educational assessment processes
as currently practised: First is the Judges frame, recognised by its assumption of absolute
truth, its hierarchical incorporation of infallibility; second is the General frame,
embedded in the notion of error, and dedicated to the pursuit of the true score; third is
the Specific frame, which assumes that all educational outcomes can be described in
terms of specific overt behaviours with identifiable conditions of adequacy; fourth is the
Responsive frame, in which the essential subjectivity of all assessment processes is
recognised, as is their relatedness to context.

Because of their contradictory assumptions, slides between frames result in
confusion and compound invalidity.

Chapter 8 shows how certain assessment frames are inherently contradictory to
certain definitions of equity, themselves contradictory to each other and to the power
structures in which they are enmeshed. As such, those assessment frames and notions of
equity that contradict the enveloping hierarchical structure will be seen, accurately and
probably unconsciously, as potentially destabilising, and will consequently be ignored,
nullified, or corrupted into acceptability.

Chapter 9 looks at Instrumentation. In this chapter we look at the conditions and
invariances required in events involving measuring instruments if such events are to
have credibility; in particular the notion of a Standard that theoretically defines the scale,
and its confusion with a standard of acceptability, which is to be measured by the
instrument, and which requires a scale in order to be located.

The various assessment modes are analysed in terms of their instrumental error.
On these grounds alone all are found to be invalid.

Chapter 10 takes up the issue of comparability. What can be compared?
Fundamental distinctions between more and less, better and worse are examined , their
relations with uni and multi dimensionality shown, and the implications for rank
ordering of students in tests and examinations unearthed. This leads to further
examination of the differential privileging of sub groups and individuals when marks are
added. The essential meaninglessness of such additions becomes apparent.

In Chapter 11 the relationship between rank order and standard is teased out in
more detail: In particular the meanings given to the standard in the Judge and General
frames of reference; how logical confusions proliferate when discourse jumps from one
frame to the other; and how all categorisations involve standards and rank ordering, even
though many advocates of "qualitative" assessment methods may want to deny this.

Chapter 12 leads from the implications of the Theory of Logical Types for
assessment practices to an examination of the distinction between standard and quality.
When the standard is seen, realistically, as unable to perform its function, quality is the
notion with sufficient mythical, ideological, and intellectual status to replace it. This
would produce a very different learning milieu.

Part 4 - Error analysed: In Part 4 the tools developed in Part 3 are used to

7 of 9



discriminate particular sources of confusion and error within assessment events designed
to categorise students.

In Chapter 13 the meaning of error in each frame of reference for interpreting
assessments is considered. As the meaning of error changes with assessment mode, so
do the methods designed to reduce such error. Procedures to reduce error in one frame
are seen to increase it in another. From a perspective of oversight of the whole
assessment field, this is another source of confusion and invalidity, particularly as it is
rare for any practical assessment event to remain consistently within one frame of
reference.

Chapter 14 addresses the question: What does a test measure? In terms of social
consequences the answer is clear. It measures what the person with the power to pay for
the test says it measures. And the person who sets the test will name the test what the
person who pays for the test wants the test to be named. The person who does the test
has already accepted the name of the test and the measure that the test makes by the very
act of doing the test. So the mark becomes part of that person's story and with sufficient
repetitions becomes true.

My own conclusion is that tests have so many independent sources of invalidity
that they do not measure anything in particular, nor do they place people in any
particular order of anything. But they do place them in an order, along a single line of
"merit," and that is all they are required to do.

Chapter 15 shows some of the ways in which psychometricians fudge; by reducing
criteria to those that can be tested; by prejudging validity by prior labelling; by
appropriating definitions to statistical models; and by hiding error in individual marks
and grades by displaced statistical data, and implying that estimates are true scores. A
number of specific examples of fudging are detailed.

In Chapter 16 some of the more recent work on validity is discussed, and its
positioning as advocacy demonstrated. I conclude that in practice the very existence of
validity is established, validity is indeed made manifest, through the denseness of the
arguments about invalidity criteria used to refute such existence, together with the
reassurance that the battle continues, and some gains have been made.

Reliability is also discussed as a problematic, rather than as an obvious
prerequisite to validity. I conclude that most of the mechanisms designed to increase
reliability necessarily decrease validity.

Part 5 - Synthesis: In Chapter 17 the notion of invalidity is reconceptualised,
having both discursive and measurable components. Thirteen (overlapping) sources of
error are examined, all contributing to the essential invalidity of categorisations of
persons.

Part 6 - Application: In Chapter 18 I apply the philosophical and conceptual
positioning, tools of analysis, and the reconceptualised sources of error developed in this
thesis to the competency based assessment policies and practices of Australia in the
1990s. I show how the notion of competency standards is overtly central to the whole
competency movement, the introduction of which is shown to be overtly politically
motivated. Thus the crucial links between political power and educational standards that
are argued for in Chapters 3 and 4 become transparent. I then go on to examine the
invalidity of competency standards in the light of the thirteen sources of error specified
in the previous chapter.

Chapter 19 presents two specific applications of invalidity sources; the first relates
to national literacy testing, and the second to University grades.

Impact
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Assessment practice is permeated with mythology and ideology; with confusions
and contradictions; with epistemological and ontological slides; with misrepresentations
of frames of reference for different assessment modes; with logical type errors and
psychometric fudging, in which the constructs that determine error--labelling,
construction, stability, generality, prediction--are either ignored or severely constrained
in the determination and communication of error, in those rare cases where personal
error and likely miscategorisation is publicly admitted.

I have no expectations for this study, but some hopes. A whistle blowing study is
like a joke--its impact is a function of timing. And the best timing can only be
determined in retrospect. My hope is that it will lead to a reduction of the violence that is
attributable to the suppression of error in the categorisation of people.
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Chapter 2: Positioning the writer: experience

Introduction

As I take the epistemological position that all knowledge is based on experience,
value and reflection, and all experience is influenced by prior knowledge, it seems
important to indicate some of those life experiences that led me to the particular
ontological and epistemological positions that inform this study. To do otherwise is to
infer either their universal superiority, or their complete arbitrariness.

In this brief autobiographical note I outline some of those significant life
experiences and concomitant learnings as they impinge on this study. This is neither
arrogance nor self-indulgence (Mykhalovskiy, 1996). For if thirty years working in the
field of educational research and assessment is not relevant to this project, then either
the work, or the project, or both, must surely be trivial.

Education

This study has had a long gestation. Forty nine years ago I sat for my matriculation
examination in English. I had a choice of four essays, and chose one called
"Examinations." I rubbished them, unwisely it seems. I got a B grade which compared
unfavourably with the second highest mark for English at my prestigious public school.
That I'm still at it today indicates that non-conformity is not necessarily related to
inconsistency or nonperserverence. What I learnt from this experience is that meaning
and judgment are affected by context, and that appropriateness is one criterlon for the
recognition of quality.

Two years of study in the University Engineering faculty convinced me that I did
not want to be an engineer, and left me with one invaluable legacy; on every engineering
drawing the measurement of each dimension, and the limits of accuracy within which
the product must be fabricated, are indicated. In practice, because error was inevitable,
the statement of acceptable error was as important as the magnitude of the dimension.
Keeping within acceptable error was a major determinant of quality of product. This
practice of indicating errors in measurement continued for calculations in Physics, the
subject of one of my majors when I transferred to the Science faculty.

I decided to become a teacher. Moving to Education was a culture shock. I could
only write scientific prose - sparse and unadorned, tight and dry, logical and on the
surface devoid of any emotional involvement. So writing two thousand word essays was
a problem; I generally said all I had to say in two hundred, and regarded the rest as
superfluous padding. I could state my case, but had lost my personal voice.

What I learnt about assessment was at the level of "helpful hints to beginning
teachers." The massive literature on educational assessment and evaluation was then, as
it is now for most teachers, unknown to me. I was trained for survival, not for
problematising tradition. I learnt what was implied. The game of testing had produced
me, so it couldn't be all that bad.

Teaching

I taught in high schools and tested students more or less the way I'd been tested.
Maybe a few less essays and considerably more short answer questions. The process was
simple. I sat down, wrote some questions to comprise an examination paper, the students
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did it, I marked it, added up the marks, and then gave them a percentage or converted it
to a grade. How was it done? Easy! Was it a problem? No! How accurate was it?
Nobody, including me, ever asked!

After three years I joined the Royal Australian Air Force as an Education officer,
teaching some basic physics to photographers, some nuclear physics to air crew, and
some instructional technique to officers. Because I was teaching it, I learnt the
technology of lecturing. It was assumed I could accurately assess all this. I averaged
about six lectures a week, so they were very well prepared. With so much time, I
diverted myself by writing pantomimes and musicals. I was beginning to find my voice.

Two years of work at the RAAF School of Technical Training had me writing
syllabuses as well as teaching basic maths and physics. I talked to electrical fitters who
had come back for training after two years in the field as electrical mechanics. None of
them had used any of the eighty odd hours of mathematics in the Mechanics course. |
suggested to the administration that they save time and money by leaving out the
mathematics. It was explained to me that its relevance to work was irrelevant. It was
necessary for the high level of trade classification. I was beginning to understand the
economic and political character of credentialing.

Assessing

My last year in the RAAF was spent in the trade testing section. Fifty item, two
hour, multiple choice tests were used to credential students who had spent from three to
twelve months in training programs, with hundreds of hours of practical and theoretical
assessment as part of the course. My attempts to point out the absurdity of this were
usually met with the response that it didn't matter, because they just kept on doing the
trade tests till they passed. I was becoming aware that in the world of work, as well as in
the world of education, ritual was more important than rationality.

Teaching again

Observing that the influence Education Officers had on training seemed to
diminish as they were promoted, I went back to teaching in a private coeducational high
school. I found that what had taken twenty hours to teach to highly motivated
technicians took five times as long to teach to supposedly more intelligent high school
students. In my second year I told the matriculation physics class I did not intend to
teach them. Rather I would try to create an environment in which they could learn. I
would assume they could read the syllabus and the text book. They worked individually
or in groups, developed their own notes, devised their own experiments. They completed
the course by the end of June, after which I agreed to give some consolidating lectures,
and class time was spent doing past examination papers and improving answers. That,
after all, was the task on which they would be judged. Their results in the external
examination were extremely high. I had learnt to separate the ritual of teaching from the
facts of learning.

Next year I tried the same process. The students refused to cooperate. They
collected notes from other schools. They insisted I teach them. After a month I had little
choice. We went back to "normal" teaching methods. They got "normal" results at the
end of the year. I learnt that dependency has as much attraction as autonomy, for the
price of autonomy is personal responsibility.

Two other events were significant over this period. The first was a question asked
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by Michael, a student; What exactly is an electron? I had no idea. The question had
never occurred to me. I'll let you know, I blustered. A month and many hours of reading
later, I responded. Do you remember, Michael, you asked me what an electron is? No, he
answered. I'll tell you anyway, I said, unperturbed. I wrote "Properties of an electron" on
the blackboard, and under that heading listed some of them. The class looked on in
silence. I looked at Michael. Yeah, he said, those are its properties, but what exactly is
it? Ah, I said, now that's a question you'll have to ask the Rabbi. I had started to grapple
with ontology. I was thirty years old.

Writing

The second involved the writing of A programmed course in Physics (Wilson,
1966). This was a linear program covering year 11 and 12 Physics. In reviewing what I
had written I was dissatisfied with the presentation of force field theory. Finally I wrote
this part as a dialogue between a physicist and a student. The result was much more
satisfying in that the nature of a field in physics could be discussed as a problematic,
rather then presented as a scientific conclusion. My first excursion into epistemology
required discourse rather than didactic prose to communicate its meaning.

Assessing again

Because of my experience with multiple choice tests in the RAAF, I had been
working with Australian Council for Educational Research on the construction of
multiple choice physics tests. When a full-time position came up I applied for it. For the
next six years I was to work as a test constructor. I learnt a lot about the nature and
mechanics and rituals of testing, about the truisms and tricks of the trade. For example,
that only "items" between thirty and seventy percent difficulty were chosen because
others did not contribute economically to the separation of students; that seemingly
almost identical questions often had very different difficulty levels; and it was almost
impossible to tell, without prior testing, how difficult a test item was.

Central to the theme of this study, I also learnt, at the level of practice and praxis,
the great secret about error, about the fallibility of the human judge, about the vagueness
and arbitrariness of the standard. Not in that language, of course. Psychometrics
provides a more prophylactic discourse about marker reliability and predictive validity
and generalizability. Even so, it was impossible to miss the point. Or was it? I did a
course in educational measurement at a local university to sharpen up my theoretical
skills. We learnt the statistical theory and all the little techniques for reducing error, like
short answer questions and multiple marking. And at the end of the course--a three hour
essay type examination marked by the lecturer and then given a grade. And nobody said
a word! Even more amazing, when I raised the matter with a few of the other students,
they seemed unaware of the contradiction. I was learning that tertiary studies do not
necessarily invoke reflective critical thinking.

There were two other outcomes of this experience of constructing test items that
were important. The first related to the discourse, the arguments about the best answer
that characterised the panel meetings. The second related to the values and effects of this
particular testing program, and how to deal with that (Wilson, 1970).

As we got better at writing "distractors" for multiple choice questions, we found
advocates among the "expert" panel for some of the distractors as the best answer, rather
than the one chosen by the test writer. Of more potential educational significance was
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the argumentation itself, and its effect on our ability to think sharply and clearly within
the fields being discussed. Tests themselves can never produce improvement in
individual performance; but our experience suggested that argumentative discourse
about test items could. A serendipidous piece of research at one school confirmed this.
One hundred students thus engaged for about twenty hours raised test scores on each of
three multiple choice papers by half a standard deviation, despite the ACER publications
that claimed these tests could not be "taught" (Wilson, 1969).

The second experience related to educational values, and our attempts as
"examiners" to grapple with this. None of the full-time test constructors approved of the
Commonwealth Secondary Scholarship tests as an educational intervention. They were a
politically inspired election gimmick. We were aware that they would have an influence
on what schools taught, and possibly how they taught, even though they were supposed
to be "curriculum free" as well as value free. As a result we took "educational value" as a
major criteria for test validity, at least at the level of our own personal discourse. The
material we chose for tests must face the question "would education be improved if
teachers did try to prepare students for this sort of exercise, for answering these sorts of
questions on these sorts of information or issues, for engaging in this sort of thinking
and problem solving?" I was learning that no test was value free, and that these tests
were certainly informed by a (possibly idiosyncratic) view of educational relevance.

Groups

During these years I also had my first experience in unstructured groups, and
experienced at first hand the power of such group interactions to produce major changes
in social behaviour in the participants; within the microcosmic society of such groups, as
they developed, there was opportunity to take risks, revisit social experience, and
re-construct social meanings. I learnt how powerful such groups could be in raising
awareness, loosening counterproductive behaviours, and reframing experiential
meanings (Slater, 1966).

Research

When at age forty I was appointed to head the newly established Research and
Planning Branch in the SA Education Department, a position I held (with planning
dropped half way through), for the next thirteen years, my major claim to expertise was
in the area of testing and assessment. The Directors never allowed this to influence their
decisions about committee membership, and during my sojourn with them I was never
appointed by them to any departmental committee concerned with assessment. Nor, for
that matter, am I aware of any decision made by the Department that was informed by
research that the Branch carried out. When research knowledge was consistent with
Departmental policy assertions it was utilised; when it didn't or wouldn't serve those
interests it was ignored. [ was learning that research knowledge was an instrument of
power, a weapon for rationalising decisions, rather than a springboard for rational
decision making (Cohen & Grant, 1975).

It was partly this insight, as well as a belief that my clients were students and
teachers rather than administrators, that determined that most of my own research would
be concerned with classroom practice. I also noticed that most educational research dealt
with special groups and special problems, leaving the "normal” educational assumptions
and practices unsullied by any critical research probes. So I directed most of my action
research to the "average" classroom; that is, I sought out the commonalities of
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educational experience rather than the differences.

In the first few years I spent considerable time with teachers looking at improving
assessment practices in schools. One thing in particular became apparent during these
discussions--that most of what I had learnt as a professional test constructor was
irrelevant to the assessment issues that concerned teachers in classrooms; these were not
the sort of descriptions that helped children learn better, or helped teachers teach better.
When I wrote Assessment in the primary school in 1972 the then Director of Primary
Education wrote a foreward in which the final paragraph stated "some people would
question his suggested limitation on testing. Whatever one's views, teachers will find the
report thought provoking and valuable". In other words, I disagree with him, but respect
his different viewpoint. As Directors became more managers and less educators in the
1980s, this sort of clarity and openness, this up front honesty, was to become
increasingly rare.

Politics

In 1974 a thirteen year old schoolgirl was suspended from her high school and
refused to accept the suspension on the grounds that it was unfair. She returned to the
school and was subsequently removed forcibly by police. The incident resulted in a
Royal Commission, and the Royal Commissioner found that the girl and her parents
were a "trinity of trouble makers". (Royal Commission, 1974). It was never suggested
that the setting up of the Commission had anything to do with the fact that the girl's
father was an endorsed labour candidate and a personal friend of the Minister of
Education, and that the Principal of the school was the brother of the shadow Minister of
Education. Nor was it ever suggested that the united front of the Education Department
officers and secondary principals had anything to do with the highly conflictual situation
then existing between the Minister and the high school principals.

I thought that most of the overt conflict at the school was due to communication
problems between the girl and certain members of staff, and certainly not due to the
severity of the crime, which was trivial. In such cases it seemed to me to be the job of
the professional staff, not the student, to resolve the conflict. So I gave evidence on
behalf of the student. I was the only member of the Department to do so. What I learnt
from this episode was that the structural violence embedded in institutions is evidenced
not by the severity of the punishment when rules are breached, but by the severity of the
punishment when the sanction, whatever it is, is not accepted. I could see that accepting
any sanction reinstates the power structure; in fact, breaking the rule enables such
re-establishment to become visible, enhancing the power relations. But not accepting the
sanction is extraordinarily threatening because it destabilises the power structure,
challenging its very existence. It also became clear to me that none of the Departmental
officers, or the Royal Commissioner, could see this.

Social development research

As the development of social skills was a major objective in the stated curriculum
of almost all school subjects, I initiated a major project on social development. It lasted
four years, attracted two major grants, and at one stage involved six full time and six
part time researchers (The Social Development Group, 1979). As a starter to this I took
six months long service leave and a round the world trip. I spent some time visiting
people and relevant projects in the United States, Canada, and England. I talked to
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teachers at primary, secondary, and tertiary levels about the social development of their
students, and how they were able to facilitate that development. They all described the
social development of their students during a year, whether six or twenty six years old,
in the same terms; tentative, inarticulate, immature to confident, articulate, sensitive. It
was obvious that what they were talking about had little to do with developmental skills.

My experience in unstructured groups suggested to me that it had everything to do
with developing groups, with the way that power, affect and trust relations change if they
are allowed to. I had already spent six months reading the literature on social skill
development. It was often interesting, but utterly uninformative in regard to classroom
practice. And we had asked teachers to describe mature social skills; they responded
with good descriptions of conforming behaviour. I could see that shifting the focus to the
social group, to the context of social action, produced an array of possible teacher
interventions, informed by group development theory. We started with a project about
developing social skills. We ended with a project on developing the classroom group;
for only in a developed group would the demonstration of mature social skills be
appropriate.

Rebelliousness

One incident that occurred on this journey deserves a mention, as it relates to the
question of what constitutes experience. In London I went into a coma for two weeks,
during which time I convulsed and hallucinated and was fed by a drip and lost 12
kilograms in weight. I was diagnosed as having viral encephalitis.

My hallucinations had a clear story line. They all involved adventures with semi
humanoid monsters who were trying to kill me. The final scene had me lying on an
operating table with ten humanoid gun barrels at my head. The odds were stacked
against me, and death was immanent. I had time only for one statement. "You will only
kill me," I said, "to prove that I cannot control you. Yet if you kill me for that, then I
have completely determined your actions." They left, I came out of coma, and requested
some food. With some trauma, I had learnt that the rebel is as tied to the system as the
conformist. If I wanted to change the system, I would have to take a different stance; one
of autonomous action, rather than rebellious reaction. I would need to tap the
ambivalence of those in power, not their antagonism.

Back in Adelaide, the social development project got under way. I read the
literature on (small) group development theory, and realised that most of the models
could be reframed in terms of distributions of power and affect relations; and because of
my physics background, I conceptualised these in terms of fields; properties of the space
between rather than of the agents mediated by the fields. My personal ontology was
developing, and ten years later more complex notions of power relations (eg Foucault)
would find nourishment in my conceptual space.

Politics again

Part of the condition of the research grant was that separate reports be written for
the major participants in the study; researchers, administrators and curriculum writers,
teachers, students. I wrote the booklet for students. It was entitled How to make your
classroom a better place to live in (The Social Development Group, 1980). It described
the four stages of development of the classroom group, how students might experience
these stages, and how they might respond to that experience. Four different responses to
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each situation were constructed, and were overtly categorised as positive and negative;
the negative responses, with which students would identify and be familiar, were likely
to be not constructive in moving the group onward; the other two responses, one
involving individual action and one group action, were ones which might help the group
develop. The booklet was designed for classroom discussion.

Before the book was distributed a question was asked in the South Australian
parliament about the book. Was it not encouraging students to respond negatively? The
Director General responded by ordering that the book be shredded. Flattered if furious
with this treatment, I pointed out the conditions of the grant, and requested specific
information about exactly what was objectionable in the book, so that it could be
amended and reprinted. After some months the answer came back; two words, "fascist"
and "fairy," had to be removed; the positive responses must come first; and there must
be an overt statement that the positive responses were "better". In addition, only teachers
involved in developing their class groups could distribute this book to their students.

I interpreted this to mean that there was nothing specifically at fault with the book.
It was the ideology of the book, with its implicit aim of empowering students, that had
caused the over-reaction. Yet the rhetoric about schools applauded the empowerment
(autonomy) of students. Unwilling to confront the contradiction, the Department had to
settle for limitation rather than complete suppression. For of course developing the
classroom group meant that the power relations between teachers and students changed.
If this happened in enough classrooms not only classroom structures, but school
structures, would have to change. The implications of the research were radical rather
than progressive.

Inservice training was essential if the findings of the research were to be
propagated, if practice were to follow theory. So four researchers, now highly skilled in
working with teachers, were retained for a year to produce inservice materials and work
in schools with teachers. A year later, despite protestations, all had been returned to
classrooms. An invaluable human resource for the dissemination of ways of developing
the classroom group was annihilated. Fifteen years later teachers still struggle with
rebellious classrooms and search for answers in individual psychology, curriculum
statements still highlight the development of social skills rather than the social context
for mature social behaviour, and teachers still say "groups don't work" because they don't
understand group development theory. In 1980, I was beginning to learn what I knew by
1990; that nothing really changes unless the power structure changes, and hierarchical
power structures are immensely stable and resistant to change (Wilson, 1991).

Consciousness

One further event in 1979 is pertinent to this story. At Findhorn, an intentional
community in Scotland, I experienced some shifts in consciousness (without drugs or
intention, with detachment and interest), that seemed very similar to those experiences
described by mystics, and generally described under the rubric of the perennial
philosophy. (Bucke, 1901; Huxley, 1946; Wilbur, 1977,1982,1991; Wilson, 1992).
These experiences, and subsequent ones, make it impossible for me to take Freud's easy
way out (Freud, 1963), and discount such events because I have not experienced them.
Such experiences have been immensely significant in the history of the past three
thousand years, for they have provided the bases for the world's great religions. The
mythologies and structures that are the social manifestations of these initiating mystical
events have taken very different cultural forms, but all have retained, within their core
practices, considerable congruency with their source as a particular state of
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consciousness. This is important because it points to one exit from the maze of
confusion created by the acceptance of the relativity and cultural determination of all
human values (Wilbur, 1995).

Peace and violence

By 1982, Ronald Reagan's unique combination of monstrous stupidity and
apocalyptic hardware had stirred the coals of fear still glimmering under the weight of
twenty years of psychic numbing and denial, of human refusal to seriously consider the
high probability of a nuclear holocaust that could destroy all life on the planet.
Everywhere the peace movement flourished. Learned journals of all sorts from medicine
to engineering, from physics to art, began to feature articles about nuclear war and its
effects. Most unlikely bedfellows, Marxists and churchmen, pacifists and retired
admirals, feminists and builders labourers, would all shout out their protests.

Where were the children in all this? I decided to find out. There was some
American data from surveys. I decided to tap a richer source; children's fantasies of the
future. The data was devastating (Wilson 1985). For many it was a post-nuclear war
world, barren landscapes and destruction everywhere. For nearly all it was dehumanised,
people existing either as passive recipients of technology, at the best comfortably
mindless in a plastic world, at the worst slaves of the machines or robots that grind
mercilessly along their efficient and pre-programmed paths. An unstoppable high-tech,
high-destruct world.

Like many who start with a naive view of peace as the absence of war, my reading
and reflection soon led to more sophisticated understandings; towards peace as the
absence of fear at a psychological level, and as incompatible with injustice and
repression at the social level. And I began to understand how injustice was often not so
much a matter of human intention, as a product of historical man-made structures,
continually reproduced through the human facility of role-taking, and the moralities and
ideologies that are able to transform efficient violations into noble virtues. At fifty I was
beginning to articulate a world-view.

During the international year of peace, schools were all expected to get involved.
Believing that in dealing with violence we should begin in our own back yards, I
prepared a kit for schools entitled Programs to reduce violence in schools (1986). It
included ideas for involving students, teachers and parents, for collecting information,
and for taking action at a school level. It also included a paper on understanding
violence, in which I tried to make overt the links between violence, school structures,
social control, and justice. Complete with words of encouragement from the Director
General of Education, the kit went off to one hundred high schools in South Australia.
One school got the project off the ground and collected data from students and staff.
Then they stopped. During the year, many schools planted trees for peace. I was
developing a feel for the absurd.

Writing again

Two years before, buttressed by a report by the head of another educational
research organisation, the Department disbanded ours. I was sent out to graze in the
country at Murray Bridge for two years as an Assistant Director Curriculum, where I
managed to get two of the social development advisers back into business, before I
retired gracefully. There was nothing further I could do within the system. I was ready to
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write, and had two young daughters at home that I wanted to spend more time with. I
was learning the difference between jousting with windmills and hitting my head against
a brick wall; one is a noble quest, the other just plain masochism.

The writing and the daughters got together into a book called With the best of
intentions (Wilson, 1991). The book deals with the structural violence embedded in the
hallowed institutions of family and school. I had decided to self-publish the book before
I began, and as a result was able to give clear reign to my personal voice(s) and style.
The book is egalitarian in that it treats children as fully human persons; it is iconoclastic
in that it challenges many of the sacred myths and structures of child-rearing; it is
written with passion and humour. It is informed by empirical data and overt in its
philosophical world-view. The arguments are dense, but the presentation is, I hope,
sufficiently varied and light to make its message accessible. With modifications that are
essential to the context, I hoped to use a similar approach in this thesis.

The current study

A large number of significant learnings have emerged for me from the current
study. I want to refer to the two that I have found the most significant. The first relates to
my extensive reading of Michael Foucault, the second to my grapplings with ontology.

There were two major insights from Foucault; the first was his analysis of how
culture produces and expresses rather than reduces and represses; that if the person is
one dimensional, this is not because society has taken away the other dimensions, but
that society, through its relations with the person, has produced a one dimensional
person. The second insight was the centrality given to the examination, in all its forms,
to the construction of the individual in the modern world. It was from this springboard
that I could leap to observe the standard as the bullet in the examination gun.

An equally important learning from Foucault relates not to insight, but to style;
not to his immense data base and sometimes lugubrious argumentation, but to the
soaring rhetorical passion that marks his insightful conclusions; his demonstration that
"scientific" writing does not need to be dull and portentous, but can legitimately use the
full creative resources of the language, helped me to feel much more comfortable in
using my own voice for this work.

My own philosophical gropings into what is knowable, what is describable, led to
some surprising conclusions. Such delving was necessary, because any assessment is a
description. In practice it is a description of a performance of some kind in context, even
if in theory it purports to be a description of some attribute or quality of a person; this I
had known for a long time. To move from here to the insight that all knowledge is a
description of events involving a relationship between at least two elements, and thus to
appreciate the slide made when the description is pinned to one particular element,
represented a major reframing of much of my earlier thinking.

Summing up

There are at least five levels in all this: The events that I was a part of; the
manifest behaviour that constituted my part of those events; my particular recall of that
experience; the meanings I verbally constructed from that recalled experience; and the
meanings and reactions that you, the reader, construct from all that.

Truth is not an issue here. Awareness and truthfulness are. I can only assert my
truthful intentions. Regardless, the reader will make his or her own judgment about the
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value of the position from which they interpret me as coming.
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Chapter 3: Positioning the writer: philosophy and value
Preview

In this chapter I spell out in more detail the philosophical stance that I take in this study,
so that my assumptions about social life and social relations are up-front.

Whilst these assumptions are consistent with the learnings of the autobiographical
sketch give in the last chapter, I have not felt it necessary, or advisable, to enter into any
sort of justifying dialogue regarding my position. This is not a philosophical study, and I
have always regarded justification as a loser's game.

So I have presented my philosophical position as a set of assertions with an internally
consistent logic; I have briefly described the epistemological, ontological, and
axionomic assumptions that have informed this study, and described how that position
fits into current post-positivist, interpretivist, and post-modern paradigms.

The chapter ends with a brief outline of the assessment process constructed from my
particular position.

Philosophical assumptions : What is knowledge? What is truth?

I will call an event any interaction where a change or a difference is observed or
otherwise sensed (Bateson, 1979). Interactions involve some relation between elements
of the event. Differences involve some relation between the elements, or the states of an
element over time, that constitute the difference. So all events involve some relation
between elements. And because all events involve a perception, so all events involve a
perceiver. The perceiver may be automated as an instrument that senses the difference or
reacts to or records the change. As Maturana (1987) expresses it, "Everything is said by
an observer" (p65).

Any experience is experience (action, feeling, perception) of an event, either directly, or
as recalled or as transformed in memory or action. So all experience involves relations.
As all knowledge must finally depend on experience, all knowledge involves knowledge
of relations; so all knowledge is constructed out of relational events.

To experience an event does not necessitate giving a meaning to that event, but does
require a state of awareness or consciousness, from which the event is viewed. For
example, an experience may be represented by a pattern or abstract painting which
embodies relations without embodying meaning. Giving a meaning to an event requires
some theoretical underpinning, some ideas or ideals; some knowledge of relations
derived from other events, or possibly, if mathematical relations are construed to
constitute meaning, derived from acts of imagination that transcend (are transformations
of) known relations. Mathematics can be regarded as a special case of patterning, and
whether mathematical propositions or systems have meaning in themselves is moot. |
don't think they do. Some post-structuralists want to deny experience that excludes
meaning and thus language. My experience denies their denial. Their assumptions refute
my denial. Stalemate. But then, I'm writing this thesis.
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I use the term meaning to involve more than prediction, which mathematics can
sometimes help to accomplish. Meaning involves some reason, some purpose, some
intention, some value. Thus meaning is inevitably embedded in language, itself
embedded in human discourse. Unless we take a mystical view and define the meaning
as the experience itself, or rather as a particular encompassing experience, in which case
discourse stops and the world in its oneness pulsates. In this thesis I shall hold to the
more mundane view. To do otherwise is not to proceed.

In this epistemology, experience precedes pattern, and pattern precedes meaning.
"Whether we are talking about unicorns, quarks, infinity, or apples, our cognitive life
depends on experience" (Eisner, 1990, p31). Meaning will then usually in its turn, but
not necessarily, pre-empt and distort experience, which will then in its turn influence
events. Buddhist meditation is designed to limit this distortion; which brings its
participants on this issue close to post-positivists like Phillips (1990), who seem
ultimately to define objectivity as the reduction of bias of various sorts.

Meaning is socially constructed because language is socially constructed. What passes
for knowledge in common language is a social concurrence in a particular culture about
acceptable meanings embedded in discourse. On the other hand, experience is
constructed out of relational events not necessarily linked to any particular culture, and
the construction of patterns or relations in response to that experience may also sidestep,
or transcend, social patterning or common meanings. In other words, I hold the view that
creation is immanent in all events, and in all perception of events, and change is more
than the imposition of some random variation. Usually, however, we may assume that
patterns are also culturally influenced.

Data is a particular form of knowledge constructed by particular people for particular
purposes. Such purposes always involve the construction or isolation of events in which
the observer is directly, or indirectly through associated theory, involved; for example,
measuring devices involve the observer at one step removed. Thus all data, being
knowledge, is constructed from events, constructed and/or observed for particular
purposes. All data, to be used, must have either a predictable pattern, or a meaning, or
both. So if data is to be useful, it must have links to other relational events, or have links
to (uneventful) abstract relations.

It follows that, in this world, there are as many potential truths about an event as there
are experiences of the event. To the extent that all experiences of the event are the same
then there is a case for "the" truth. But how would this be known? Any attempt to know
this would involve the sharing of meanings, which are certainly socially constructed and
can be as varied as the cultures and relations and metaphors that are used to make sense
of them and communicate them. So agreement about one meaning, one truth, represents
conformity about social construction as much as it does concomitance of experience.

Ironically, in a social context the idea of multiple truths is unificatory, whilst the notion
of one truth is fundamentally divisive; in practice the notion of one truth contradicts the
collaborative ethic and supports interaction characterised by entrenched positions.
Search for "the" truth is often productive within a closed space of cultural assumption,
but does not lead to open inquiry outside that space; rather it invokes defensiveness, and
if necessary violence in order to sustain its inviolability. Inevitably it leads to
fragmentation and conformity, as contradictory elements break away to form their own
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"truthful" reality, and all else becomes subservient to "truths" current fashion
(Feyerabend, 1988).

One more point about multiple truths; such a claim does not contain the inference of the
catastrophic consequence that all "truths," that is, socially acceptable beliefs, are equally
useful or sustainable, or that some cannot be falsified. At least at the level of physical
definition, it is demonstrably false that I am constructed entirely of green cheese. Such a
claim is not a valid contender for any claim to a truth beyond that of a very idiosyncratic
and metaphorical form. Truth claims about events can never be proved, but some truth
claims can be demolished through procedures of contradiction.

If data belongs to an event, it cannot be attributed to a particular agent or aspect of that
event. It is common and comforting to attach data to particular objects or participants in
an event, and to the extent that all other participants and relations that constitute the
event are held constant and made overt, to that extent attributing the data to a particular
agent constitutes a valuable shorthand in description and discourse. For example, to
attribute a certain tensile strength to a steel beam is convenient, but has meaning only in
regard to an event at which, at a certain temperature, the beam is stretched in a machine
until it breaks. The time span within which this (hypothetical) event generates the same
data is quite long. But over a thousand years, the steel beam no longer has this property;
which is shorthand for saying it will behave differently in the event that it is stretched.
Not only that, but any engagement in events will affect the tensile strength in an
unpredictable way; if an unbroken part of the beam is stretched again it will be found to
have a different tensile strength; as it will after multiple vibrations as part of a bridge.

So experiments in the physical and biological sciences do not produce data about the
object, or measure properties of the object being investigated. They produce data about
the event that is the experiment. Most experiments describe the behaviour of physical or
biological objects under particular boundaried, that is, controlled circumstances. The
information they give therefore is not so much about the "natural" world in which we
and they live, as it is about the "controlled" world that is the experiment, and sometimes
becomes habitualised as technology. Most social research has fallen into this trap of
misrepresentation of the source and attribution of data.

Social events, or indeed interactional events of any sort involving living things, have
time spans of small duration. Indeed, identical events are impossible to create because
social relations, and the participants involved in them, continually change. Even if we
could hold all the conditions constant as we do for the steel beam, the data still cannot be
attached to the person because, even more so than for the steel, the person of tomorrow
is a different person; and part of the difference is attributable to the experience involved
in obtaining the data.

It follows from this epistemology that most psychological descriptions of people are
shorthand and problematic descriptions of social events, from which most elements that
constitute the event are camouflaged. The label is attached to the person even though the
events which produced the data involved social interactions. This is an example of faulty
labelling. In particular it applies to any notions of skill and competency that do not
clearly define the context of their application.

So the issue of objectivity is not that things exist independently of the mind; the issue is
whether things (elements) have properties independently of the events used to describe
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them. To say that a thing is real (has material existence) is very different to claiming that
its "properties" are real and belong to it.

Ontology: What is the nature of social reality?

Within the meanings constructed above ontology precedes epistemology in that social
relations are a particular case of an event in which two sentient beings (probably both
human), are involved. By implication the event is the "reality." Something is happening
"out there" that is producing a difference. Thus social experience is a particular form of
experience of an event, and social meaning a particular construction of that experience.

On the other hand, epistemology precedes ontology in that all meanings are socially
constructed, and are thus ultimately dependent on social relations and that includes the
meanings we ascribe to ontology.

Regardless, the two domains interlink with no inconsistency in terms of the idea of
social relations and the idea of knowledge being a function of experience of relational
events, and meaning being socially constructed.

Using relations as a primary explanatory factor negates the notion of causality, at least in
a simplistic sense. Events are construed as interactive systems where everything effects
everything else; patterns of mutual influence replace causality as an explanatory
principle. This has been generally accepted in Physics since the work of Einstein and
Eddington early this century. It has always seemed odd to me that the more complex the
system in which the event occurs - from physics through to biology through to social
relations - the more frantically the idea of cause is clung to.

Further to that, the idea of "reality" is similar to the idea of "truth"; a redundancy, an
unnecessary complexity, an irrelevant diversion. It contributes to conflict rather than to
productivity. It seems more useful to talk about what aspects of social relations intrude
most on experience, and are important to the intensity and duration of that experience,
and the effects that it generates. In this regard I would make four assertions about social
events, conclusions from my own experience and reflection:

e knowledge of social relations (that is, data generated within human interactions),
is usefully const