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Abstract 

Foucault suggests that there are ‘other spaces’, heterotopias, which are located in the world we live in but are ‘outside of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in reality’ (1986,24). Foucault offers examples of this concept by suggesting that prisons, brothels and boats at sea are specific spaces that are linked to, but different from, the societies that create them. In this paper I wish to consider how a further education college might fit Foucault’s six principles to be a heterotopia and consider how this might affect my research within such a place.
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Introduction

In his lecture, ‘Of Other Spaces’, Michel Foucault proposes that there are certain environments that are ‘outside of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in reality’ (1986,24). Foucault explains that whilst these ‘other spaces’ form part of a society they are reserved for specific individuals and offers examples such as prisons, brothels, ships at sea, boarding schools and honeymoon hotels, where the rules and rites might differ from those in public spaces. He calls these spaces ‘heterotopias’ and offers six principles, or a heterotopology, that might define such places. 

Foucault suggests that these ‘other spaces’ have recognisable qualities that impact upon our experiences of them. Dewey, too, tells us there is a ‘general principle of the shaping of actual experience by environing principles’ (1997,40) which suggests that if we can recognise the qualities of a space we are clearly being affected by it. So it seems that the environment in which we live/work/research is likely to have an impact upon us. 

In this paper I wish to consider how the ‘space’ of my research, a further education college, might fit Foucault’s six principles to be a heterotopia and argue that the nature of the space in which research is undertaken has an effect upon the research itself. This paper forms part of a larger research project, undertaken in a further education college, but focuses on the ‘space’ of the research rather than the research data itself.

My Research

Most lecturers in further education (FE) are employed based on their subject knowledge – they do not need a teaching qualification to gain employment. However, they must gain a recognised FE teaching qualification within 3 years of employment. The main qualifications in this area have historically been the Post-Graduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) for those who hold a degree and the Certificate in Education (Cert Ed) for those who do not hold a degree. 

My research looks at how the study of learning theories during Initial Teacher Training (ITT), as part of the PGCE/Cert Ed in post-compulsory education and training (PCET), impacts upon the practice of ITT students. This research hopes to examine how the participants understand the relationship of theory to their practice. The group selected for this research completed their PGCE/Cert Ed (PCET) course in July 2007, when the primary data was collected, as I felt that they were the group most likely to be actively reflecting upon the issues of theory and practice. They had been ‘taught’ and had been asked to consider educational, teaching and learning theories throughout their two years of study and in the six months leading up to the completion of their course they had a more in-depth look at these areas. This situation made them prepared for learning (Gagne 1980) and suitable for study.

The research took place in a medium sized FE college in the east of England. The college consists of three main campuses and offers a broad range of academic and vocational courses. The participants involved in the study taught in a range of areas and some taught off-site in specialist provision. The participants were all members of the same PGCE/Cert Ed class and were at the end of their studies. All 21 members of the group gave permission for one of their written assignments being used as part of this research and 12 members also agreed to take part in tape-recorded individual interviews and focus groups. After the interviews and focus groups all participants were given copies of the transcripts and all issued permission for their use. 

An FE College as a Heterotopia

‘Utopias are sites with no real place’ (Foucault 1986,24) one of the most significant instances of this is More’s Utopia which is a satirical tale of ‘no place’ that reads like  a blueprint for a perfect land based on a ‘grand absurdity’ (2003,113). Such places are not supposed to exist but are to be used as ‘devices for embarrassing the world we actually have’ (Eagleton, in Halpin 2001,309). For Foucault, the world we actually have is not a simple one and he uses the concept of a heterotopia to show real spaces that exist within the real world but are somehow separate from the wider society.

Foucault offers six principles that define these ‘other spaces’: 

1. They are reserved for those in crisis or deviance

2. Their function is affected as history unfolds

3. They are formed from juxtaposing spaces

4. They are linked to slices of time

5. They are closed systems

6. They have a relationship with the wider society

In this next section I hope to draw on wider examples regarding the role and function of an FE college and support my argument that it is a heterotopia by addressing these six principles individually; suggesting how an FE college might relate to Foucault’s heterotopology.

First Principle 

Foucault suggests that the first principle of a heterotopia is that it exists alongside the wider society and works in relation to it but that it follows a slightly different code. The heterotopia is an ‘other space’ that has its own rules, culture and context. In his first principle Foucault gives us two categories of heterotopia: crisis heterotopias and heterotopias of deviation.  The crisis heterotopia is ‘reserved for individuals who are, in relation to society and the human environment in which they live, in a state of crisis: adolescents, menstruating women, pregnant women, the elderly etc.’ and the heterotopia of deviation is a place that houses ‘individuals whose behaviour is deviant in relation to the required mean or norm’ (Foucault 1986,24-25).

An FE college seems to satisfy Foucault’s first principle to constitute a heterotopia in that it is both a heterotopia of crisis and of deviation. The FE college lies on the borderline of these two categories as those who find themselves within an FE college are often at points of change in their life: moving up from compulsory schooling; gaining professional qualifications; engaging in continuous professional development, and, in the case of the participants in my research, changing careers within their subject specialism (from practitioner to lecturer). 

An FE college may not have been considered by many as a ‘normal’ step but as careers and personal histories change there may have been a crisis that has led them to consider entering this ‘other space’. An FE college is also a place of deviance in that those attending courses are not in the norm. If we look at the statistics on FE attendance we can see that, although FE participation is growing, it is not, historically, a place that the majority of society chooses to engage with:

	Involvement in FE in United Kingdom

	
	1970/71
	1980/81
	1990/91
	2000/01

	Males
	
	
	
	 

	Full-time
	116,000
	154,000
	219,000
	543,000

	Part-time
	891,000
	697,000
	768,000
	1,528,000

	All further education
	1,007,000
	851,000
	987,000
	2,071,000

	 
	
	
	
	 

	Females
	 

	Full-time
	95,000
	196,000
	261,000
	543,000

	Part-time
	630,000
	624,000
	986,000
	2,376,000

	All further education
	725,000
	820,000
	1,247,000
	2,919,000

	 
	
	
	
	 

	Total further education
	1,732,000
	1,671,000
	2,234,000
	4,990,000

	 Population of UK
	55,928,000
	56,357,000
	57,439,000
	59,113,000

	 
	
	
	
	 

	% of population in FE
	3.1
	3.0
	3.9
	8.4


                                                                     adapted from ONS (2004) & ONS (2007)

These figures suggest that those attending FE are in the minority – the deviant group. Foucault explains that, ‘in our society where leisure is the rule, idleness is a sort of deviation’ (1986,25) we might further suggest that, in our society where leisure is the rule, study is a sort of deviation. 

Second Principle

The role of FE is changing, from supporting apprenticeships (1970s) to teaching arts and craft evening classes (1980s) to last chance/second chance (1990s) to the most recent developments in meeting the skill needs of society. In each instance we can see that an FE college fits Foucault’s second principle of a heterotopia in that our ‘society, as its history unfolds, can make an existing heterotopia function in a very different fashion’ (1986,25). In FE’s recent history we have seen a move from technical colleges to ‘corporation’ (under the Further and Higher Education Act of 1992). This led to a business based approach to FE with individual colleges managing their own budgets and staff. The 1992 Act also changed the way that FE colleges were funded: through the Further Education Funding Council (FEFC) who decided that if they were funding colleges they should know if these colleges were doing a good job. This then led to the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) inspecting colleges for the first time.

Further changes in FE came in the Learning and Skills Bill (2000) with its focus on lifelong learning and a new funding body called the Learning and Skills Council (LSC). The LSC created a climate of business links and employer engagement and, at the same time, driven by the Moser Committee report, ‘A Fresh Start’ (DfEE 1999), there was a push to reduce adult illiteracy. Since then further changes in the LSC funding mechanism have pushed FE colleges to ‘prefer’ some course over others as the LSC now turns its focus on the 14-19 age group in an effort to develop a skilled workforce for the future (DfES 2005 ; Leitch 2006). 

We can see in this abridged recent history that changes in FE are not of its own doing and that FE colleges have had to change with the times. This does not mean that these changes have been quickly and easily adopted as changes in methods and cultures are difficult and take time (Hofstede 1980) but we can begin to see how the function of FE has changed as the history of the society around it has unfolded. 

Third Principle

Foucault’s third principle of a heterotopia, that it is ‘capable of juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces, several sites that are in themselves incompatible’ (1986,25), creates an image of a place that is compartmentalised. Foucault draws an analogy with a garden that is divided into different areas and where the plants are collected from all around the world. We can imagine different beds and borders that consist of plants that would not, without our intervention, grow together as they have been ‘drawn from the four parts of the world’ (ibid.).

An FE college is not one distinct place. There may only be one physical building (in fact in my research there were three major sites and numerous satellite sites) but inside the space that is called ‘college’ there are different areas and departments that do not belong together. These areas have been drawn from the parts of society. In the one institution we can see departments teaching motor vehicle, hairdressing, child care and ITT side by side; these specialisms do not belong together, they are alike only in that they are subjects to be taught and learned and in that they are housed within the same space. The college ‘culture’ is not one distinct entity; the various parts have created a culture that is a ‘complex of values, customs, beliefs and practices’ (Eagleton 2007,34). The participants in my research came from a range of subject specialisms but what they had in common was that they worked (and studied) in the same space.

Departments, areas and subjects within one college are even discussed using different terms: academic, vocational, business, roll-on roll-off, key skills etc., and in the primary data collected divisions could be detected. Robson (in Hall & Marsh 2000) suggests that subject specialisms have their own culture and that the diverse cultures of FE have few bonds between them. Somehow no-one problematises the fragmented nature of an FE college, we are schooled into thinking that this is normal, ‘there are some oppositions that we regard as simply given’ (Foucault 1986,23). An FE college juxtaposes many different spaces in a single real place: learners sit in refectories, some in overalls, some in tabards, some in football kit, some in smart clothes, some in everyday clothes, some with books, some with nail files, some old, some young, all different, the only thing they have in common is the space they are in.

Fourth Principle

FE like most education is affected by the needs of the wider society. Educationalists might debate the values of intrinsically worthwhile progressive education against extrinsically worthy traditional education but, on the whole, the government’s education policy decides what education is for (at least at that particular moment in time). Foucault’s fourth principle of a heterotopia is that it should be ‘linked to slices in time’ (1986,26) and we can see that the particular slice of time and the particular government of that slice of time has a significant impact on the role of an FE college. We have already discussed some of the recent changes in FE but there are more changes afoot: the marketisation of FE (Bathmaker & Amis 2005a); a movement towards ‘schooling’ cultures with the growing emphasis on more and more learners in the 14-19 age group being taught in FE colleges (Bathmaker & Amis 2005b), and the ‘modern’ concept of FE colleges embedding sustainability (Martin et al. 2007). 

Trends, culture and the needs of society have changed FE but it is not just societal changes that affect FE, there are also life change events that affect how individuals perceive college at different slices of time. For example, we might image a teenager studying an NVQ in Social Care at her local FE college, who then leaves and works as a care worker. Perhaps, after a while, she decides to attend a college evening class to learn to speak German for a family holiday. Later still she decides to change career and re-enters the college to gain some qualifications in accountancy. After working as an accountant for many years she retires and fills some of her time attending college and doing a range of craft/hobby courses. In this example the function of the FE college is related to the slice of time in the woman’s life and she enters the college each time with preconceptions from past experiences, with expectations concerning her present endeavour and with projections regarding her future plans.

The participants in my research were also in an FE college due to their present slice of time. Many had attended college courses before and had gained subject specialist qualifications before working in their particular field. They now found themselves returning to college as lecturers and as ITT students. Their history of FE gave them a unique understanding of the space they were now working/studying in and having these different time-linked perspectives, aspects of which were found in the primary data, helped build a picture of the effect of this ‘other space’ upon them.

Fifth Principle

Foucault’s fifth principle for a heterotopia states that,

Heterotopias always presuppose a system of opening and closing that both isolates them and makes them penetrable. In general, the heterotopic site is not freely accessible like a public space. Either the entry is compulsory, as in the case of entering a barracks or a prison, or else the individual has to submit to rites and purifications 

                                                                                       (Foucault 1986,26)

The participants in my research were only able to study for the PGCE/Cert Ed because they were working at an FE college; they met the entry criteria, and, in turn, their learners also met criteria for entry onto their courses. For some learners entry to FE was through exam results; for others it was work experience; for most it involved funding, and for many they were interviewed before being accepted onto a course. Unlike compulsory education FE is not a right. FE is not a freely accessible system and those who wish to enter must meet certain criteria. Once accepted onto a college course many learners are given an induction to this new space, this often involves them signing some form of learner ‘contract’ agreeing to the college rites and purifications. Some FE colleges, and many college libraries, have entry systems that involve devices like swipe-cards and those who wish to enter must swipe their card before they can access this space. 

There is further evidence of the closedness of the FE college in the concept of the ‘academic year’. The college has its own unique system for opening and closing throughout the year, this academic year is different from the standard calendar year that the wider society refers to. The college year runs from September to July with further holidays scattered throughout.

Those who do gain entry to an FE college (staff and learners) are systematised into the ways of the organisation; the yearly, termly, weekly and daily timetable of movement from one space to another. There may be some benefit from this as the system of opening and closing might help those within it to feel some bond and gives the college its own culture and context that might support communication and interaction (Smeyers & Burbules 2006). This is not to say that the closed system of FE creates and recreates the same perspective, as Foucault’s fourth principle shows, but that the isolation of the system only allows for restricted changes to the culture of the FE college and the professional identity of FE lecturers (Bathmaker & Amis 2005a).

An FE college is not freely accessible, ‘to get in one must have a certain permission and make certain gestures’ (Foucault 1986,26) and each FE college has a system of entry and a system of punishment that will limit entry and allow those outside of it to see it as a specific closed heterotopic site.

Sixth Principle

Foucault’s sixth principle of a heterotopia concerns the relationship between the ‘other space’ and society at large. Foucault suggests that heterotopias ‘have a function in relation to all the space that remains’ (1986,27). We see this in the realm of FE colleges as there is a clear link between the college and the wider society; whether this is enskilling the workforce or offering courses that encourage personal growth. Within the college (in the many courses that help the college to meet the third principle of heterotopias) we see courses that have direct links to the real spaces around them as ‘their role is to create a space of illusion that exposes every real space, all the sites inside which human life is partitioned’ (ibid.). The participants in my research had all worked in their subject specialisms in the ‘real world’ and had gained an understanding of how things are done in the wider society but in their teaching they focused on concepts such as ‘best practice’ whereby they taught their learners how things should be done, not how things tended to be done on the outside. In doing this they highlighted the link between the two areas and simultaneously drew distinctions between them. In some areas of the college lecturers take on the role of vocational assessor and visit learners in the workplace to assess levels of competence; here again we see a college-society link.

There are also policies that seek to develop the relationships between FE colleges and the space that remains around them and initiatives such as ‘Train to Gain’ (LSC 2007) which hope to encourage people in the workplace to develop skills and gain qualifications though college-business links. Other such links include the modern concept of ‘employability’ that FE lecturers are asked by their management to address when writing and delivering courses. Here lecturers are asked to consider how their teaching supports their learners’ chances of employment.

Many of the participants in my research also hoped to find relationships between the PGCE/Cert Ed classroom and their teaching practice in the wider college. Perhaps then, if the college is indeed a heterotopia, the PGCE/Cert Ed classroom is a heterotopia within a heterotopia as: entry to PGCE/Cert Ed is dependent on taking a new role (principle 1); current initiatives change the nature and focus of PGCE/Cert Ed qualifications (principle 2); the PGCE/Cert Ed students come from a range of subjects yet study in the same classroom (principle 3); those studying for the PGCE/Cert Ed are at a specific time in their career (principle 4); entry is dependent on certain qualifications (principle 5), and by studying for the PGCE/Cert Ed they are likely to have an enhanced impact on their students (principle 6).

Conclusion 

It would seem that an FE college does fit Foucault’s six principles to be a heterotopia and that the culture and context of a college is one of ‘other’ (Jameson 1993) or one of ‘difference’ (Asante 1991). There are spaces where the rites and rituals follow their own system and an educational institution seems to be a place that is significantly different from other contexts (Schön 1987). We might even consider that every FE college is deviant from every other FE college (Gleeson & Mardle 1980). 

If an FE college is then to be thought of as a heterotopia I must consider how this might affect my research within such a space. As my research is focused on participants’ perspectives of how theory might impact upon their practice my main source of data is qualitative (interviews, focus groups and personal assignment work). This approach lends itself to an interpretavist paradigm where truths are not fixed and where each might find their own answer, and using this approach allows for research inside such a space to be fluid and to take into account any inherent differences in culture and context. There are conceptual aspects of educational heterotopias that affect those within them (Rossum, Deijkers & Hamer 1985) and there are cultural features that affect those who enter an FE college as an ITT student (Koutselini & Persianis 2000 ; Target, in Gould 1999) so each participant in my research, although in the same space and time, experiences the world around them from their own perspective. There are, of course, some common factors such as an institutionally shared idea of their professional role (Shulman 1998 ; Robson et al. 2004) but the job culture is, again, likely to be influenced by the space in which the job is undertaken. In relating Foucault’s concept of a heterotopia to an FE college I am left researching different people, with different views, inside a ‘different’ space.

Halpin (2001) uses More’s Utopia as a model or catalyst for social change: changing education through asking questions; challenging the social order, and thinking about social reforms. If this is what the utopian view offers, what does the heterotopian view offer? 

Taking a heterotopian perspective means that, as my research is undertaken in an ‘other’ space that is linked to, but different from the society it exists inside, it is highly unlikely that the results will be generalisable. And, if we take the same approach to other social contexts we might find that research undertaken within them is also ungeneralisable due to the ‘otherness’ of those spaces. It could be that adopting a heterotopian perspective means that no social science research is generalisable. The effect of applying Foucault’s six principles of a heterotopia on the space of my research is that I can now see my study only for what it is in itself. This means that, in analysing my research data, my focus should be on what the research data means and not on what I should do with the results.
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