Transparency in the derivation and construction of fictionalised narratives

In this paper I describe a research project I am currently undertaking ( in progress) and explain my use of fictionalised narratives to communicate my interpretation of observations. I consider what criteria might be employed in place of validity, reliability and generalisability when considering the value of such writing, and how these can best be made transparent to the reader through models of schematisation or narrative approaches.

Background

Hallwell Lodge is the pseudonym for an outdoor education centre in the south west of England, the site for my doctoral research project investigating the experiences of children aged eight to eleven. The Lodge is owned and administered by a Local Education Authority in the English midlands. Children reside there for five days in groups of up to 34, accompanied by teachers, but taught by centre staff. 
Research that has focussed on outdoor learning and children of this age tends to be experimental in approach, gathering quantitative data to try to demonstrate the efficacy of outdoor programmes (Nundy, 1999; Dismore and Bailey, 2005). Rickinson et al. (2004) have identified ‘blind spots’ in the current literature on outdoor learning: the nature of learning in the outdoor classroom, the relationship between indoor and outdoor learning and politico-historical aspects of outdoor education policy and curricula. Adding to these, I would draw attention to the absence of research that seeks to investigate and understand the nature of the children’s experiences in outdoor programmes from their perspectives rather than the perspectives of adults. To address this there is a need for more qualitative research in outdoor learning (Allison, 2000). 

I have gathered qualitative data through direct observations and conversations with children, visiting staff and centre based staff during four visits to the centre from April 2004 to May 2005. Each visit lasted one week. The data collection is to continue through 2006. 
The participants I observe change during each activity and during each day. Each week I visit there is a different cohort of participants. Consequently I am accumulating data relating to a growing number of participants. Sometimes I have only a small amount on each one, though the data is very rich. I am faced with the issue of representing this data in a way that is both honest in respect to participant voice, and can be seen by readers to be rigorous in method. In considering this issue of authenticity in narrative and textual portrayal, verisimilitude (Bruner, 1986; Denzin, 1989; Schwandt, 1997; Sparkes, 2002) seems to be a more appropriate concept than validity. Clough (2002, and in Goodley et al. 2004) argues the importance of making transparent to the reader from where data is derived and how this data has been fictionalised. This I develop below.
Fiction or creative non-fiction?
When I merge or amalgamate my observations of participants I find have far richer data. I represent this in narrative form through a number of ‘characters’. In doing this I am following the example set by Clough (2002) when he amalgamates data from a number of derivations into one or more fictional characters. Sparkes (2002) maintains that writing is not fiction when data comes from observations of real participants and researcher imagination does not play a part. Instead, he introduces the concept of creative non-fiction as a way of writing research. I recognise that ideas surrounding this issue continue to vary. The use of fiction in academic writing is new, experimental and may be unsettling to some; many may find the concept of creative non-fiction more comfortable. My own definition of fiction in my work (Rea, in progress) is something I have ‘made’ in order to faithfully communicate my interpretation of what I have observed, rather than something ‘made up’. To progress this idea, I will first explain the derivations of three characters in my narratives: - Josh, Johnny and Kirsty - before considering how the process of fictionalisation from data can  be made transparent.
Josh is very closely based on a boy who stayed at the centre in February 2005. Younger than most participants, he found himself struggling many times. To a large extent ‘Josh’ is a pseudonym for an actual participant and so my writing about him departs little from traditional academic writing where pseudonyms are used to preserve participant anonymity and confidentiality.
Likewise the character named Johnny began by being closely based on real characters, this time two boys who visited Hallwell Lodge with the same school in 2005. However, I choose to express facets of other children through Johnny when his character fit their personality and behaviour. In this way Johnny is unlike Josh. He is an amalgamation of data from a number of participants, and has become something of a stereotype of observed behaviour. 
Kirsty is more of a fictitious character. There are strong elements of two girls who I observed at the centre, one in November 2004 the other in February 2005, and on visits to their respective schools. Kirsty also has elements of other participants influencing her, and in the narratives she is often the conduit of Johnny’s taunts (which neither of her major alter egos suffered). I place Kirsty in situations her alter egos did not encounter and my imagination decides how she will react. For Kirsty, I feel ‘fictionalised’ character becomes an appropriate term.

Transparency

Sparkes asks what measures might be applied in place of the “more traditional criteria – like validity, reliability [and] generalisability” (2002, p.189) when deciding the virtues of creative fiction and other experimental genres. I see transparency as a key part of this, and see that writers of these genres need to consider how they will make transparent the ways they have used the words and actions of their participants. Transparency is also important when writers move from describing the situations they have been observing, to communicating their interpretations of what they have observed. 
Clough (Clough, 2002) offers a technique for giving transparency to the process of narrative composition by offering a model for a schematisation similar to those often used in literary criticism. In this, units of meaning, data sources and data methods are outlined for characters, environments and events. I have experimented with a similar approach:

Example 1: Schematisation of the data sources and collection methods

	Unit of Meaning
	Data Source
	Data Collection Method



	Character: Kirsty
	Amalgamation of F1 & F21
	Observation/imagination/ reading scribble sheets

	Environment: Hallwell Lodge
	The Centre
	Personal experience/ photographs/ reading centre documents

	Environment: In the sea
	Direct experience

	Observation/memory/ experience/imagination/

	Event: Kirsty’s confessional
	F1
	Reading scribble sheets/talking to F1’s teachers/ observation


This approach is valuable in making transparent to the reader where data comes from and how this data has been collected, but it is very thin on detail. I have experimented with a second scheme based on Clough in Goodley (2004, pp.92-3) in which I included extracts from the narrative alongside notes on both the derivation of the data and how this data has been constructed and fictionalised by me. 

Example 2: Schematisation of the derivation and construction of data sources

	Extract from the narrative

	The derivation
	The construction

	Johnny is happy as he walks along the beach; although he is constantly falling over on the slippery rocks. At one point he falls into a rock pool and comes out soaking wet from the shoulders down. It doesn’t matter when you are enjoying yourself this much.
	Johnny is partly based on M3, a boy from a suburban primary school. M3 behaved just as Johnny does here.
	In my first draft ‘Johnny seems happy…’ now he is happy. When I construct Johnny as being happy I move away from a reliance upon my observations and become more reflexive. The ‘other’ at work here is myself in 1970. 

	“This is great!”


	Observation of M3.


	The sense of fun experienced by M3 was evident from my observations of him on the beach. Yet I have experienced fun in situations like this. 



	Rod focuses the group’s attention onto the wildlife on the beach and rocks. Anemone, shrimps, limpets, tiny mussels, whelks, numerous seaweeds abound. Rod warns the group from damaging the limpets by disturbing them.


	Rod is derived from all of the instructors at the centre. There were a total of seven instructors at the centre in the period of my visits.


	In making Rod neutral throughout the narrative I of course run the risk of devaluing the importance and impact of individual instructors. Instructor behaviour is by no means consistent. I choose to construct Rod almost without personality.


If we accept Sparkes (2002) view that all writing is rhetoric, then we might ask why researchers choose to employ schematic approaches. Is it to convey a sense of honesty and transparency about the research process? Or to persuade the reader that the research process is rigorous? Of course, it may be both. Yet the detail such schemes contain can be thin and they can detract from the narrative approach which has presumably previously emerged as being important to the researcher, and may be a preference of the reader. My motivation in developing my own method of showing transparency in the ways in which I represent the children in my research has been driven by a desire to write about narratives using a narrative form and to present to the reader rich detail of how I have derived and processed data in order to construct these narratives. 

I have searched for a narrative approach to communicate rigour and transparency that has resulted in the construction of dual narratives, which I now exemplify.

The first narrative: ‘Kirsty the skedy cat’
At once Kirsty breaks into a clapping, dancing, chanting routine learnt, she tells Rod, at Girl Guides.

“So, what’s been the best part of Hallwell Lodge, Kirsty?”

“Staying away from my mum and dad,” she replied.

“Did you like that?”

“No. But I know I can do it. I’m not scared of the sea now, either. I just smiled when I swallowed a bit of the water.”

“Anything else?”, Rod asked.

She thought for a while. She glanced at Johnny and Josh.

“I put my hand up more, I’ve not been such a scaredy cat!”
The second narrative: the derivation and construction of ‘Kirsty, the skedy cat’
Each day at the centre the children are encouraged to use ‘scribble sheets’ to record aspects of their reflections upon the day’s activities. One of Kirsty’s alter egos was keen to contribute to the sheet and gave me permission to take away and use her words. This is what she wrote: 
I use this data in the first narrative, combining it with other data from my field notes. These record observations and a conversation I had with one particular participant in the queue to hand back gear on the last morning of her visit. Although written as though Kirsty is talking to Rod (the character I use to represent the instructors) a participant was talking to me in the queue. As I merge the data I also extend and elaborate the narrative. Bochner and Ellis (1996) argue that researchers invent and construct the cultures they write about, and here I certainly give some coherence to ‘Kirsty’s’ position which she may not.  How far this process might reduce the value of my findings in the eyes of some readers I leave them to judge for themselves.
Discussion

The dual narrative approach has both advantages and disadvantages. It is less easy to see the derivation and process at a glance, thus requiring the reader to carefully consider both narratives. I believe it gives the reader a fuller, richer account of how the narrative is derived and constructed, in a readable way. The two narratives could be presented side by side, allowing readers to exercise some degree of choice in how they read them: consecutively or simultaneously. In the second narrative I try to be honest about giving coherence to Kirsty’s position, inviting readers to make their own judgements about the significance of this. Another advantage lies in making the findings accessible and relevant to practitioners, some of whom tell me they prefer a narrative construction of findings. The extent to which my research is honest to participant voice and experience, and displays transparency in showing how data is derived, and characters and events constructed, is important to my work being accepted as serious and rigorous. My preference is for a narrative approach rather than schematisation, and the use of dual narratives facilitates this transparency.

1 F and M refer to female and male child participants, further identified by number 1, 2 etc.
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