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Abstract:


Community Psychology has been taught at MMU for a number of years.  This year, final year undergraduate students, undertaking the course as an option, are working with a residents’ association on an overspill housing estate.  Students will talk about the ways in which the work has developed and staff will contextualise the provision within debates about the boundaries of psychological training, locally, nationally and internationally.  At MMU, the existence of the course forms part of a ‘counter-hegemonic bloc’ (see, for example, Gramsci, 1971) alongside courses in Psychology of Women, Psychology and Disability Studies, Societal Psychology and Qualitative Methods.  Together these courses offer challenges to psychology curricula which serves narrow professional interests, rather than those of students or of ordinary people.


The Staff story: (Rebecca Lawthom)


I’m talking this morning on behalf of the whole student group, the other members of the teaching team and the absent community partners. I’m going to contextualise the teaching provision of psychology within the department so you have an understanding of where the students are coming from, with their first exposé of community psychology. At Manchester Metropolitan University, in common with psychology departments up and down the country, the structure of the degree is largely predetermined by our professional body, the British Psychological Society. We aim to give students an understanding of basic frameworks in psychology which will equip them to go on and become chartered psychologists should they so wish to do so.  Even though at most 10% of students will ever become professional psychologists, the curriculum is dominated by the requirements of the profession. As a staff team we have always been concerned to help students situate core psychology curricula in their biopsychological, historical and social contexts.  


From the outset, therefore, students are exposed to the blurring of the discipline boundaries.  Of relevance to community psychology, for example, is a first year course, Societal Psychology, which explores the interface between psychology and anthropology, economics, sociology and history and the application of psychological understanding to issues such as class, culture, social institutions, race, gender, disability, social change, and so on.  The critical perspectives of Societal Psychology and further explored in second year core courses in Individual and Social Psychology, and reflected in a number of final year optional courses.   These developments accompany the development of interest and expertise in the Department in a range of ‘new’ research methods in psychology, especially those in the non-positivist, qualitative field (see Banister, Burman, Parker, Taylor and Tindall 1994). From the outset, then, students are presented with some of the tensions within the discipline between different types of psychologies.  Even so, due to the constraints of the professional body, the curriculum is largely traditional, mainstream dominant (empiricist) paradigm psychology.  


When students learn about psychopathology, for example, they learn to about categorising people according to DSM criteria; they learn to measure their psychological attributes and capabilities; they learn that  to extract  them from their natural environments and medicating them or subjecting them to other psychological treatments, including shock treatments, is acceptable. They learn to control extraneous variables so as the better to isolate variables of interest and study their relationships to stimuli or each other.  By the time they enter their final year, they have learnt about how psychology removes people from their contexts, and subjects them to the interpretations of other (objective) researchers or practitioners. 


By the start of their final year students have done enough of the traditional psychology to satisfy the British Psychological Society.  Their final year is entirely optional and they have more scope for exploring alternative approaches to psychology. And we have more scope for teaching alternative approaches to psychology. Students can choose a traditional path if they so wish to do.  On the other hand there are also then a range of other courses which might be termed as alternatives to  the dominant paradigm courses, including courses such as Community Psychology, Psychology and Women and Psychology and Disability.. They also undertake an empirical research project of their own choosing.  Community Psychology has historically been offered at the postgraduate level, but last year for the first time we offered it at an undergraduate level, and it was taken up. 


The way that we run the Community Psychology course is via  live projects in the community.  Students work on a change project in the community and we organise the teaching around issues arising from these projects.  Throughout, we blend theory and practice, along with critical reflection of ourselves in practice.  Students are assessed via verbal presentations and a written portfolio combining theoretical understanding with evidence of the development of skills and evaluation. Whilst introducing students to the principles and values of Community Psychology, we are trying to get them to work on an issue, document that change and its implications, and assess any ramifications along with the tensions of working in a Community Psychological way.


This year, all the students have been working with the same residents’ association on a an overspill housing estate some 15 miles from Manchester. Prior to the students’ involvement, some of the staff had been working with a Womens’ Action group which had been the precursor of the residents’ association.  Due to the relationships and trust already built up, it was possible to negotiate some involvement of students. 





The student Story: Natalie Holloway


Working within a Community Psychology orientation involves working with people in their homes at their places of work, in their neighbourhoods and within their natural social networks.  In common with qualitative research, community psychology goes into the streets, round the corner, and into people’s homes, steering clear of the laboratory.  The community setting in which we are based is a neglected council estate situated in otherwise an affluent environment.  The change project, on which we as a student body are working alongside our community partners, came into place from the concerns which were expressed by them.  The work includes the development of a health pack, on which two of the students are working in parallel and will eventually become part of a larger welfare resource pack.  Our community partners expressed their lack of knowledge regarding the various issues surrounding health from birth to death within their community.  The health package will bring together information about relevant issues which may be encountered by all throughout this community.  It will provide a valuable wealth of information which will be kept in the community house.  


Our community partners expressed a concern regarding education, in particular regarding the levels of literacy and possibility of undiagnosed  dyslexia amongst residents. Two of the students are involved in an awareness raising campaign throughout the estate. One of these students has dyslexia himself, which enables him to produce leaflets and information which those with dyslexia may be able to understand.  Moreover due to his experience of having dyslexia he can empathise and create a rapport  with those who do not yet have an understanding. Following the awareness campaign, they aim to develop some literacy programmes on the estate, run by local adult literacy projects that will still be there when we have gone.


I am personally producing a welfare resource leaflet, which I felt was necessary after listening to the concerns and experiences of the community partners.  It will be a step by step guide to the.. survival guide to their environment and that of British society as a whole, producing information from how to fill in forms to how to access benefits.  This is being produced by myself through collaborating with the community partners, other students, and well established agencies, such as the citizens advice bureau.  The hope of the community partners is that this will promote self-help and empowerment through increased knowledge.


Some students are working on a project with older adults.  One is working in the field at the micro-level, participating with an existing group helping to develop and extend a voluntary gardening project..  Another student will work at the meso-level, linking residents with another community within the same municipal authority, and within which she is helping to develop a lively project for local elders..  She will pass relevant information from her project back to those from the more neglected estate - this will be both information that she has access to but is unavailable on the estate about funding and other initiatives, and will include establishing good links between community activists from the two estates.


Across all these projects we students will be considering issues from micro- to macro levels and will work in ways which encourage the development of self-help throughout the community. Now Karen will discuss how community psychology should be celebrated as an applied discipline in its own right and how it differs from traditional mainstream psychology.


The student story: Karen Dunne


When we were preparing this talk, we discussed it with the whole community psychology student group. We asked ourselves “What is Community Psychology?” and came to the conclusion after many arguments, that it could be defined, from our perspective, as a practice for liberation with responsibilities.  We compared this approach to mainstream psychology where we had learnt about scientific rigor, and the need to work within a tight controlled experimental environment.  We had acquired these core skills, that can be seen to be quite rigid and disciplined, and are now faced with this very new applied subject that gives the researcher more room to manoeuvre.  Community Psychology emphasises grass roots initiatives, in that it helps those who have little access to social power to develop positive strategies to strive towards the goal of self-support.  As community  psychologists, we, ourselves, have been empowered to operate within a transient and fluid framework that creates the space for purposeful enquiry.  Our enquiry is reciprocal and the relationships between us, as action researchers,  and the community collective with whom we work is mutually productive and ever-changing.  We see our tasks as contributing to both our own and other people’s liberation, both personal and political. 


For most of the first two years of our degree we were required to filter out all subjectivity and endorse objectivity.  Community Psychology is liberating as it removes the shackles of traditional psychology and gives practitioner-researchers the freedom to facilitate, and evaluate social change through collective action. It tries to reconcile the divorce between theory and practice.  We see that Community Psychology lends, shares and networks with many areas in the psychological arena, whilst being less rigid than the more dominant strands of traditional psychology. Community Psychology and alternative critical psychologies remove the power differentials between participant and researcher and incorporate negotiation, teamwork and group thinking as the core modes of operation.  The term co-researchers is well documented within feminist psychology, and within disability research.  We find it of use within Community Psychology, as it reflects the dual exploration that develops when working with community partners. The mechanisms of community psychology are the  development of rapport,  the exploration and development of relationships with partners, the building of trust, and always supporting but never controlling.  As such it make different demands on us as students than differ considerable from those of our previous training in psychology.


To work with people, on their concerns, requires interpersonal skills that include flexibility, metacognition and leadership in general, but we have learnt that as Community Psychologists, we should share our expertise, not use it to be in charge. This is very difficult to achieve and complex is very much an understatement.  When working in the community you’re interacting with lots of people in many different settings.  A community psychologist must be totally fluid have the ability to think on their feet organise, plan, show leadership qualities under pressure without acting in charge or taking control.  It is crucial to constantly encourage negotiation and direction towards self-support so that it is the community partners that are taking things forward, and promoting their own personal growth. Community Psychology bridges the gap between the psyche and the social; the private and the public. It encourages the sharing of psychology as a skill to empower those oppressed and disadvantaged to develop strategies to promote future self-development and to cope with their stressful and oppressive environments.  This task to facilitate positive social change is certainly not for the feint-hearted, it reflects similar demands to those who works in sectors of health and social care.  It is rewarding, exhausting and at times demanding, but yet very illuminating.


Emotions and cognitions run high in any community setting regardless of the age and background of the group, and we have found some of the experiences of our community partners in their setting are repeated amongst us, as students, in our setting.





The Staff story: Kath Knowles and Carolyn Kagan


We have a few words to say in conclusion.  Rebecca spoke to you about how this course is positioned in the MMU Psychology Department and how we try to give the students the opportunity to work from a Community Psychology perspective and some of the problems and tensions that we as tutors and the students have encountered.  Natalie has described the change project that they are actually involved in, out on the overspill estate very clearly indeed. Karen has just told you about some of the issues from her point of view and how she sees the differences between community psychology and the other psychologies she has encountered.. 


It has been quite a difficult journey for students, but also for staff.  Working to other people’s agendas and trying to balance this with the requirements of the assessments within the degree programme has been tricky.  It has taken a lot of mediation by staff to enable the balance of meeting both the students’ and community partners’ interests to be met.  We have all been working in an environment over which we have had little control. We have had to work through tensions and conflicts within the community group and within the student group, and be open to learning about what kinds of additional supports students need when undertaking a course of this sort. We are lucky to have  gained access to such a community setting, where the students could all work together, and experience at first hand some of the tensions, issues and problems of working with a real group, as a real group.. Furthermore our community partners have been delighted with the work the students are doing, whilst at times feeling frustrated they cannot do more.  Members of the community have attended the student presentations, some setting foot in a University for the first time. 


One of the interesting things about  working as Community Psychologists in the UK, is that we work without the professional passports that other psychologists have.  We cannot go into a setting saying we are allowed to be there because we are social workers, clinical psychologists, occupational psychologists etc..  We are allowed to be there because we are community psychologists.  We negotiate access,  and our students have to negotiate their access because they are not even on vocational training courses.  So what is their license for even being involved?  The license is the invitation by local people,  and that again, requires a whole set of skills and resources that have to be drawn on,  to be able do that.


We appreciate being able to work as a teaching team and to be based in a Department with a critical mass of supportive staff (or at least staff who will not sabotage our project).  This, in itself is not luck or circumstance.  We believe it has come about as a result of a great deal of effort and tenacity over a  long period of time.  It has involved the employment of deliberate tactics and strategies over time and across different domains of Departmental activity.  Whilst we know our position within psychology in the UK is a fragile one, there are a number of overlapping interests within the Department, including collaborative research projects, publishing projects (we are the editorial home of an International Journal, Community, Work and Family), international links and courses that lead us to entertain the idea that we have created a counter-hegemonic bloc within the psychology curriculum - at least in Manchester.  But that is another story!


We would like to thank all the students, and especially Natalie and Karen who have demonstrated one of the key components of what Alinsky (1971) talked about in manual used by community activists, namely the ability to be able to communicate appropriately to the audience.





Questions: What difference has doing this course made to the students about their options and plans they had for following on after their degree?  How, do you see yourselves continuing to be involved in this sort of community role?





Karen: Well I think to start off with I think it’s absolutely changed our plans and direction in psychology. Doing Community Psychology has reminded us of the importance of embracing the past the present and the future throughout our work, and our careers. Personally I think that after doing this Community Psychology course ,I don’t think I will ever only look back, and will always look forward at the same time.


Natalie: I just think, I just feel it is extremely liberating to go from being told that everything has got to be so controlled to going and working in a real environment.  It is so very different from sitting in a lecture theatre, taking notes and doing essays, to actually working in the field.  It has improved my confidence a great deal and it is the type of thing I’d like to go into in the future definitely.
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