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Assessment Title: Define the concept of Advocacy and describe how this relates to power, oppressions and agency in the context of your choice.


Throughout this assignment, the concept of advocacy will be discussed in relation to education. With a particular focus on power, oppression, and agency and how strategies of empowerment can aid in educational advocacy.
Advocacy, as defined in the (Social Services and Wellbeing Act Wales, 2014) is:

Taking action to help people say what they want, secure their rights, represent their interests and obtain the services they need.

 Advocacy, as also defined by (O’Brien 1987 p.3) expresses that it is up to the advocate to;

Create a relationship with a person who is at risk of social exclusion, and to choose one or several of many ways to understand, respond to and represent that person's interests as if they were the advocates own.

Therefore, giving individuals a voice who may feel that they are disempowered in society due to class, gender, race, religion, welfare, educational divides, and sexuality should be the primary aim of any social advocate.

Power in society, as well as in education resides at many different levels. Personal, social, institutional and political. Upon examining the hierarchy of power within the education system, it is clear to see that it has a top down approach, with a large amount of power residing within the government who dictate the curriculum, which is then implemented by the educational system and delivered by teachers, leaving students at the very bottom of the power ladder.

(Waterhouse, 2004) Expressed that the effect of teacher’s labelling students may create a “pivotal identity” for pupils, affecting how teachers interpret student behaviour. For example, a student that does not adhere to the hidden curriculum of the correct school uniform, may be labelled as disruptive or rebellious. This form of power over students can be detrimental to how they then view themselves in later life, having an effect on their confidence and mental health.

(Bourdieu, 1990) Refers to the power in education residing in the culture of the “dominant class,” and that students that come from a working-class background will find it harder to succeed as they lack “Cultural capital.”

(Bowles, 1999) Stated that schooling prepares students for employment via the hidden curriculum which operates in the “long shadow of work” simply put, by grading students on their ability and exam results the educational system is mirroring the difference in pay and status in the workplace.

This level of power possessed by schools and their teachers would suggest, as per the Marxist point of view, that a student’s destination is the same as their origin, resulting in them having very little power over where they eventually end up in the adult world.

Advocacy, can be used to enable students voices to be heard, in particular, to give volume to those who come from disadvantaged backgrounds, or who live with learning difficulties for example, that may be labelled disruptive, and therefore may not be given the support that they need in order to forge their own path in life. Advocates should have the principal aim of balancing the scales in favour of students so that they are treated fairly, and are not pre-judged based on the school’s hidden curriculum, resulting in them having an element of power over their own futures. 

(Robotham, 2005) states that “the structure of the capitalist economy takes precedent over human actions and agency”

If this statement is to be believed, then it could be argued that students have no agency whilst in the educational system, this is weighted by the suggestion that (Bourdieu, 1999) made in relation to the dominant class and cultural capital. Students are as a result, automatically disadvantaged in social mobility if they come from a working-class household. It could be argued therefore that students from households who lie in the upper-class region of society have greater agency over what they decide to do outside of education, because of an element of financial stability, whereas those from the lower end of the spectrum have little to no agency over their individual options because of the cost incurred in further education, and the training needed to obtain higher paid employment.

Advocacy can bridge this gap, by making sure that students are fully aware of their options outside of the Institute of education, regardless of their social standing, exam results and where they lie in the wealth divide resulting in the agency being given back to students, especially those from less privileged backgrounds. The benefits of this are briefly summarised by (Sen, 1992 p.51) stating that “Acting freely and being able to choose are conducive to well-being.”

(Giroux, 2001) expresses that;  

“Student resistance to school is a political response to oppression and limited life chances. Students do not believe that a high school diploma is going to help them do well.

The resistance theory as described by (Giroux, 2001) puts emphasis on students feeling oppressed by the educational institution. Due to this oppression students are less likely to be ambitious and are therefore more likely to resign themselves to either; working in less disable jobs or being dependant on the welfare state. 

(Freire, 2007) accuses schools of;

Passivity and conformity discouraging criticism and encouraging the existence of inequalities in the interests of the powerful.

Students in schools are separated based on age, ability, and disability. Resulting in the inequalities outside of the classroom being mirrored within. Teachers are seen as those with knowledge, children are taught to sit and listen and to conform to the “ideology of the ruling class.” 

This as referred to by (Althusser, 2008) defines the educational system as an “ideological state apparatus” and states that the ruling class ideology justifies the capitalist system. The evidence for this can be seen by schools competing for higher results in league tables, marketing and funding. It can also be argued that students are oppressed regardless of their ability and social standing, for example; students who are able to succeed may be oppressed by the pressure to maintain high marks, therefore losing their freedom as they commit a huge amount of time to study, and those who may be seen as less able, are oppressed as they are not given the same amount of attention, and potentially have less access to support in order to aid in personal and educational development.

In conclusion, the main aim of advocacy in education should be to put emphasis on the empowerment of students and anti-oppressive practice throughout the entire system.

(Leadbetter, 2002) refers to empowerment as:

Empowerment and advocacy are both concerned with a shift of power, or emphasis towards meeting the needs and rights of people who otherwise would be marginalized or oppressed.

(Thompson, 2007) takes the view that;

Empowerment involves working in partnership and in turn, involves negotiating the goals to be achieved together, rather than imposing them.

Also, (Barnes, 1996) states that “empowerment should enable personal development.”

Using these strategies for empowerment, advocates can aid in giving power and agency to students, by helping bridge the communication gap between students and teachers, and even teachers and the educational systems and government. Returning power and agency to the students would mean that they are then central to the decisions they, and others make about their lives. 
The ultimate aim here would be to give students the tools needed to self-advocate, providing them with the agency and authority to implement change within their own schools, and within their own lives through personal development.
Advocacy should focus on person-centred planning and thinking, as defined by (Sanderson, 2000)

A process for continual listening and learning, focussing on what is important to someone now, and in the future, and acting upon this alliance with their family and friends

[bookmark: _GoBack]Through anti-oppressive practice, advocates can help students to feel less oppressed by ensuring that all students have fair treatment, regardless of ability and social standing, and ensure that they have access to additional resources where needed. In order for anti-oppressive practice to be effective, advocates will need to challenge the personal behaviours and attitudes of the teachers, and also the structures and cultures which support and enhance these attitudes.  Giving students a voice, and the confidence to realise that they do not have to accept that their origin is the same as their destination, they have rights, and needs, and through advocacy, a door to equal opportunity can be opened for all of those within the educational system.
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