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Possibilities and challenges with narrative research in a study of immigrant youth in upper secondary school in Norway, year 16 – 19.

The hidden narrative.

Theoretical background on narrative research used in my study – life story.   

We can say that narrative research is a study of the story, and we are searching for the function, connection and consequences of the narrative (Mishler, 1986). In narrative research we are looking for how different humans experience the world around them. This methodology allows people to tell the stories of their “storied lives” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). In my research I am looking for the stories of the immigrant youth in upper secondary schools of Norway. What can they tell me about being an immigrant youth at the school, their stories of this aspect of their lives. The focus is the students own interpretation of themselves, and I am particularly searching for how the youth are giving their lives at the school a meaning and create their identity (Johansson, 2005).
Context; study of youth.

The object of this meta-study is research on immigrant youth at upper secondary school in Norway. I want to understand more of how the immigrant youth experience their meetings with the Norwegian upper secondary school. It is a narrative approach where I am collecting stories told by the students.

In spring 2008 I did my fieldwork at one of the largest upper secondary schools in Norway. It is a vocational school with 5 education programs. About 10% of the students have an immigrant background. The age of the students is from 15 to 19 years old. Some of them are older.

I followed to different classes for two weeks in each class. There I was observing the lectures given in different subjects, and followed the classes for whole days. In each class there were 12 students. One of the classes attended a cook and restaurant program. There were two boys and ten girls, four of the girls had an immigrant background from not-western countries. During my stay one of the girls quit school. The other class was a class with only boys who followed the welder-program. There where 12 students in the class. Here as well four of the students had an immigrant background from non-Western countries. 

During those weeks I wrote a research-log about my experiences and reflections of my stay. I had many field-talks with all of the students, but especially with the immigrant students. I also talked a lot with the teachers in order to get more information about the programs, how they taught their subjects and what they knew about the students. 

At the end of the stay, I invited the students to an interview. Just two of the girls came to the interview. The third girl didn’t show up, and I was in fact not surprised about that. She was very unwilling to talk with me during those weeks, and was very sceptical when we made the appointment for the interview. All the four boys came to the interviews that lasted about 30 minutes.

Theoretical background on self-reflection as a researcher.

When starting the research for the project on immigrant youth, I became aware of some dilemmas. This happened in our meetings as well as when I was going to analyse the narratives. It was an asymmetry between me as a researcher and the youth, and I had to think about in what way this distance may influenced the narratives (Bourdieu, 1999). I could clearly see that my position as a researcher when meeting the youth and later analyse the data, is an instrument in the research (Johansson, 2005).  

The necessity of self- and meta-reflection is well known in ethnographic studies. The researcher’s understanding of how the researcher as a producer of knowledge, looks at, defines, talks and writes about the social reality from a specific position is important for giving the study legitimacy (Johansson, 2005). 
Savin-Baden (2004) is focusing on the importance of taking a personal stance in reflexivity, and to know where you as researcher have placed yourselves in the data analysis and interpretation process. The “reflexive interpretation involves situating ourselves not just in the stages of the research but also in relation to the data we have collected” (Savin-Baden, 2004). She is talking about the necessity of situating ourselves in relation to the data. And to do that, we need to “ask questions that not only rest on a desire to understand people’s experiences of the issues under study, but also explore the ways in which these experiences do and do not relate to the broader context of past, present and future” (Savin-Baden, 2004)
When I started to analyse the data I experienced that the boys had told me their narratives about their meetings with the school. They told me about different challenges and which role the school, their teachers, the other students and their own families played in the integration. The situation was different when I tried to analyse the interviews with the girls. There was no narrative. The distance between them and me was clear. But I wanted to understand why they didn’t tell me their narratives. Maybe my own reflections could help me to find my narrative, and maybe my narrative could tell an important story of the girls’ experiences at school?
I experienced a lack of understanding in placing myself to the data-material. The knowledge that I missed was to know who I was in the young girls’ eyes?  I could not go back to my informants and discuss the interviews with them, as Savin-Baden is suggesting (2004). They are spread out in south-west of Norway doing their practice-training. 

How to find my narrative? 
I was searching for a methodology that could place me as a researcher into the data-material. I wanted and needed to take a personal stance in reflexivity, and to understand the analysis as a reflexive activity. When you are looking systematically at the relation between the knowledge the researcher creates (what),and how the researcher creates the knowledge (how) we can say that the researcher interprets her/his own construction of knowledge and her/his own interpretations (Johansson, 2005).
Inspired by the teories of Korthagen et. al. (2006) about fundamental principles for teacher education programs and practices, my colleagues and I have developed a model of self and peer-assessment within communities of practice for teacher educators (Helleve et. al 2007).
To be a teacher educator requires an understanding of teaching that goes beyond being a good teacher. We have to be able to articulate the what, how and why of teaching. Modelling reflective practice begins with the teacher educators own capacity for reflection on teaching, together with his or her ability to make this evident to the student teacher  (MacKinnon, 1989) 
Working on and developing this model for self-assessment and peer learning, we have built an environment based on thrust and confidence. In this confident milieu we have developed ourselves as teacher educators by getting response from the other members on any kind of problem or challenge we are coping with. We have also gained awareness through self-reflection. One of the most important tools in this model is that we are challenging our own beliefs about our actions in practise, by asking questions about practice essential to self-reflections.

This model have helped us to develop ourselves as teacher-educators through self-reflection, but our thought was that this model also could be the tool I was searching for. My colleague Ingrid read all the observations and the log from the fieldwork and had a one hour long interview with me. She asked me to reflect about my attitudes to the field, students and teachers. I had to think about my experiences in the field and about my meetings with the school, teachers, classes and students.

By integrating the model for self-assessment and peer learning as a tool for the reflective activity, I was able to look at my position as a researcher in relation to the data material. My own narrative about how I met the youth will give me the “glasses” for analysing the documentations of the meetings.
The hidden narrative.
The leadership

The headmaster and the consultant at the school presented the cook and restaurant class as one of the classes with most immigrants in. No further notes where made for this class.

When I met the leader of the program he just wished me welcome, but didn’t tell me anything about a focus on integration or other things. 

How they included me in the cook and restaurant class 
This class told me that they had a very god milieu in the class, and they included me in the class in one sort of way. I mean, we ate together and I talked with them. But I always felt like a stranger in a way, as if it was not ok for me to be there. And this was not only my feelings with the students, but also with most of the teachers. I didn’t fit in. They wanted to make a distance to me in a way. 

“not an immigrant!”

One of the things that happened when I first came to the class was that one of the students who has a ½ Pakistan and ½ Austrian background, came over to me to tell me that he was not an immigrant. “I know that I look that way, but you should know that I am not one of the students you are going to observe, I am a Norwegian guy” he told me, and then walked away. Later that day, I overheard one of the boys asking a girl with a ½ Greek and ½ Norwegian background if she was going to talk with me. “Are you one of the freaks?” he asked her. She looked over to me and said no. “Ok, so you are Norwegian and not one of the exclusive immigrant students” he said and laughed.

Interaction

After a while I was more like “a fly on the wall” in the class, and they didn’t notice me as much as in the beginning. I observed them having their own code in the class, a code made by the students that the teachers were unaware of. They gave each other small comments about being in a special way to fit in with the others. 

To create a distinction with my research

I had a strong feeling that I was one of the reasons why the students where making a classification between being an immigrant and being a Norwegian. When I gave my information-note to one of the immigrant girls, she read it with much scepticism. She didn’t smile to me and just put the note quite in her rucksack. It would maybe be better if I had presented my research as a research on the youth in upper secondary school.

Thoughts about integration

I didn’t get any information about how or if they thought or worked with the milieu in the class from the leadership (headmaster, consulter and the leader of this program). They told me that those girls didn’t cause any problems for the school, so it wasn’t necessary to work with integration. My experience was also that the teachers didn’t have any consciousness about how to work with integration and a god and including community in the class, except Frank, the teacher in cooking. The teachers where teaching in their subjects in practical theory, English and Norwegian. I also met teachers (the one who taught in Norwegian) who told me that he disliked the immigrant students. According to him the reason why they lived in Norway was that they where lazy and wanted to live an easy way of life. 

Who am I, as a white middle aged woman in the relation to the immigrant girls?

Before I went into the field at the school, I was aware of the asymmetry between me and the students. Still I was unprepared for the distance I felt when I met those girls. I had some expectations concerning the asymmetry and thought that this should be about more cultural aspects like, age, distance or language. But I had really not expected to be met by this distance from a group of youths. In a way they used their silence as power against me.

When I had the interviews with those two girls, it became clear to me that I wasn’t in the position to get their narratives. I felt this distance between me and theme, and tried to get a closer contact with theme by giving small reports from my log, for instance my meetings with the teacher in Norwegian. But they told me that everything was alright in school, and that they liked the teacher in Norwegian. The next day, when I came into the class, it was clear to me that those two girls had told their narratives about being an immigrant student at school to each other. For the first time during those weeks they sat together and talked, and both send me a smile and said hello. So maybe my presence had started some reflections, but I was really not in a position to collect those narratives.
Discussion 
I wanted to use myself to find the hidden narrative that the girls didn’t tell me. I new that there was an interesting narrative that could tell me something important about the girls experiences at school. Just because the girls didn’t tell me their narratives about their experiences, didn’t mean that there was no story to be found.
The story was in a way hidden in me and my own reflections. But I would have problems with verifying the self-reflection if I had done that alone. By using the model of self and peer-assessment, I believe it is an important step in the process of verifying the self-reflection. I think this is one of the core points of community of practise. We do not create knowledge only in communication with ourselves in dialog with the data material. By letting my colleague challenge my own beliefs and attitudes to the field, I was able to find the hidden narrative in this dialog between my colleague, me and the data material. I took the narrative one step further. 
And the story I found is an important story about the everyday life of some girls with an immigrant background at an upper secondary school in Norway. If I hadn’t found my narrative, the experiences of those girls would have been just that, some experiences. By using me as an informant to tell their stories, I may have found a way to use narrative methodology in fields where the distance between the researcher and the informants is to big to get their own narratives.  
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