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1. Introduction and rationale 

1.2  What do we do when we do what we do?

On the bright side it is possible to become more aware of the nature of this web.  With awareness, new understandings are possible and from these can flow new practices. 
  One way to raise awareness is to ask new or different questions.  The first question I invite you to explore with me in this book is:

‘What is it that we do when we do what we do?’

A question like this is not a typical question.  Too often we inhabit a taken-for-granted world where our ways of doing things are not questioned.  Questions like this that invite critical reflection on our circumstances are not common.  Answering this sort of question is also not easy because we are not used to doing the thinking needed to supply an answer.  To answer questions like this requires us to take a double look – to look at what we do when we do the original doing and to look at our looking at we do!  By the end of this book I hope you will be much more familiar with what this type of question entails.
  Here is an example of what the question means to me:

Here is an example of what the question means to me. As an academic one of the common practices I have had to learn is how to mark exam papers.  This usually involves allocating a mark for an answer, perhaps a mark out of ten, against some criteria that I have specified or have in my head.  This practice is widespread not only in schools and universities, but can be used in judging research bids, ranking applicants for a job, ranking achievements or evaluating progress in meeting targets.  In fact the practice of quantifying a process is so widespread that we tend to take it for granted.  But if I reflect on this particular practice (my doing … or others who do it) then I can become aware of a range of issues which cause me concern.  These include:

· My awareness that practice at the Open University, built around distance teaching, is very different to most other universities because we have to develop marking schemes in advance that can be used by other staff to do the marking.  In my experience most academics at other universities do not develop formal marking schemes but use their own judgment as they mark;

· An unintended consequence of not having a marking scheme can be that it becomes easier for students to score high marks in quantitative subjects or where there are clear right and wrong answers than in more qualitative subjects based on essays mainly because in the latter case academics do not like to award marks over the full range 0 to 100 i.e. they do not much like giving marks over 80 or 90%;

· An unintended consequence of having a marking scheme can be that the creative coupling of the answer to a question in context specific ways may go unrewarded or even unrecognised;

· If I think really deeply about marking then I realize that I am giving a quantitative performance measure to someone else’s learning …or am I?  Perhaps I am giving them a reward for mastering a particular technique, such as answering exam papers in a particular way?  And how do I understand learning?

· If I am honest with myself I realise that no matter how hard I try I find it hard to be generous when it is difficult for me to understand the hand writing;

· If I explore further I might realise that the practice of awarding quantitative marks to student work began in the 1790s – before that it was not imaginable that student learning would be treated in such a way (the ‘normal’ methods then involved discussion, presentation, discourse and professional judgement).  Today quantification seems so much part of our daily life we do not question it. Yet prior to 1792, when it was first carried out at the University of Cambridge, this was an unknown practice.  Interestingly it was subsequently fostered mainly by military colleges [12, 7].
 

I call practices such as grading and examining, which become incorporated into a culture, social technologies. Social technologies are all around us.  Sometimes they are beneficial and facilitate effective practices like creating road rules that minimise accidents.  Sometimes they incorporate understandings that, experience shows, were inappropriate in the first place or that, on reflection, are no longer valid.  So, based on my experience and reflection on ‘marking’ it seems legitimate to ask, or inquire further, as to whether quantification is really in the best interests of student learning.

Writing about UK public sector reform John Seddon gives another example. He describes the ‘inspection industry’ which ‘has become an instrument of the regime [New Labour], a political instrument. Like ministers, it has lost focus on what works.  Instead inspection is concerned with compliance.  It is now an integral part of dysfunction’ [14, p. 56].  If I unpack Seddon’s claims I come to see that ‘inspection’ and the role of ‘inspectors’ are social technologies and that what is good ‘inspection’ or a good ‘inspector’ is open to intellectual and political fashion.

Social technologies are distinct from artifacts such as a hammer or a computer considered in isolation, which is what we usually think about when technology is mentioned.  Social technologies are characterised by a set of relationships in which the technology plays a mediating role just as the document template does in Figure 1.1.  In my terms management, or decision making, can be a social technology when it is made up of procedures and rules designed to standardise behaviour – or in other words, sets of techniques used routinely without awareness of the origins and implications of the use of such techniques, the role of the practitioner and the need for contextual understanding about the situation.  My examples of ‘marking’ and ‘inspecting’ may seem, at first, a far cry from responding to climate change.  It is my contention however that the profound and effective responses to major issues will arise when we become more systemically aware of the ‘what and why’ in the everyday.  Marking and inspecting are seemingly benign practices that touch on the lives of a significant proportion of the world’s population.  But if we have, in some ways, got these ‘wrong’ think about the possible implications for many of our other practices! I say more about this in Part II.
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Figure 1.1 An application form is an example of a widespread social technology – not all are the same but all have several elements in common and the ‘forms’ mediate similar social practices. 
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� Language constrains me here – I do not imply a linear sequence – awareness, understanding and practice are all sites for transformation and change.  We know this from experience – doing something, like exploring your new mobile phone, a practice, can result in new understandings.


� I am grateful to Humberto Maturana for introducing me to this question and for offering the explanation of how human beings live in the braiding of language and emotion.


� I will refer to this type of question as a second-order question.


� At the Open University we attempt to address this situation by developing marking schemes that operate at several conceptual levels and leave space for context sensitive judgment but experience shows that some tutors are better at this than others.


� In April 2008 a group of 34 British Academics under the banner of ‘The Weston Manner Group’ produced a manifesto calling for major changes in how Universities assess their students. They argued the need to re-orientate current assessment fashions characterised by an ‘obsession with marks and grades to one which puts more emphasis on developing effectiveness for learning, rather than assessment of what sometimes passes as learning’ (see http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?storyCode=401576&sectioncode=26 accessed 18th June 2008)


� Postman [12] p. 13 following Hoskins [5] pp. 135-46, attributes this ‘innovation’ to William Farish, a professor of engineering at Cambridge, and claims that this was a major step in ‘constructing a mathematical concept of reality’.  He makes the further point, valid to my argument here, that ‘if a number can be given to the quality of a thought, then a number can be given to the qualities of mercy, love, hate, beauty, creativity, intelligence, even sanity itself’.


� It is possible to successfully design and run ‘education systems’ which do not rely on quantification as part of an ‘assessment system’ - I have been fortunate to be part of doing this - see Bawden [2]. I would argue that one of the unintended consequences of assessment that primarily relies on ‘quantification of learning’ is that we have collectively become less skilled in processes of deliberation, which are so important to an effective democracy.  But this argument is not one I wish to pursue here.


� I return to the role of social technologies in Chapter 6.


� In this case the process of ‘inspecting’ has become reified at some historical moment into a professional role called ‘inspector’.  The inspector role brings with it historical connotations about ‘inspecting’ as well as day-to-day political and intellectual considerations that reshape what it is to be an ‘inspector’.  Etymologically the process of inspection means to ‘examine closely’ derived from ‘en’ (in, within, into) and ‘spek’ (to see or regard) (Shipley [15]).


� In Part II I will explain how my  use of the term ‘social technologies’ is very close to what some economists, particularly institutional economists, refer to as ‘institutions’.





