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A Re-imagined Identity: Building a
Movement in Brisbane for the Practice of
Social Role Valorization

Lynda Shevellar, Jane Sherwin and Gregory Mackay

It’s 2002. I’ve just come out of a committee meeting of our local organising
group (Brisbane), where there has been a great deal of conversation about our
community education experience. Despite rich discussion, one topic is not
progressing: the movement from theory to action. It is as if we’re stuck. We
want to honour the people this work is truly for; we want to honour the tradition
of our educational efforts; yet we also know that we have a collective role in
change and we could be doing more to make inroads.

I struggle to articulate my concerns. I see a very limited repertoire of
training options: a theory event taught in a top-down didactic manner, along
with a highly structured practicum event. People seem to get a great deal from
the training. But I’'m left wondering whether there is real transformation when
they return to their everyday lives after the training experience.

Undoubtedly, a few do go on to make a difference. Where they are.
successful in making change is in situations where they have supportive others,
particularly supervisors, or where they have linked with others of a similar
mind. I suspect what we use to prepare people for action is not adequate. It is
sometimes stimulating, interesting and engaging but ultimately it is theory. I'm
left wondering how can we rethink what we do and how we do it as a collective?
(Community organisation member and educator)

Introduction

The three authors of this chapter belong to a global community of educators,
practitioners and change agents committed to transforming the lives of people who
experience social devaluation through the use of Social Role Valorization (SRV)
theory (Wolfensberger 1983, Kendrick 1994, Wolfensberger 1998, Race 1999,
Wolfensberger and Thomas 2007). Over the past three decades, we have witnessed
the capacity of this theory to transform the lives of those who are vulnerable, as
well as those families, allies and workers who stand alongside them. We have been
part of efforts to apply the theory to assist the closure of institutions and to support
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people with a deval|ued status moving into community life. We have glimpsed
the possibilities for larger scale transformation through the adoption of key SRV
principles within legislation, such as the Australian Commonwealth Disability
Services Act (1986) and subsequent state government legislation. Despite these
achievements, we remain frustrated in our educational efforts, conscious that the
potential of this work has not yet been realised.

This chapter tells the story of an ongoing struggle to build on the transformative
experience of individuals. In doing so, our hope is to create a collective of people
who use SRV theory in their thinking and in their practice to create community
change. However, as the opening story portrays, there are tensions for participants
and for facilitators. Through this chapter, we seek to name these points of tension
in our practice. In doing so, we explore the kinds of ideas offered by community-
based education and training that could offer a way forward for us.

The opening vignette is offered by one of the authors who is a member of a
local organising group committed to the dissemination of SRV theory. This group
is unfunded and has no paid staff, an active membership of about forty people,
and a broader network of one thousand people. Its primary purpose is to foster the
learning and application of SRV theory.

The opening vignette also captures the first tension that we hold. We want
to acknowledge the importance and usefulness of SRV theory, but also point to
frustrations in our education and training experiences. In writing this chapter, we
have felt the tension between community action and professional development.
For although SRV education and training explicitly values the ordinary everyday
lives of community members, the focus is typically on human service delivery and
evaluation. We are also conscious of the characteristics of workshop participants.
People with disabilities, their families, and members of other marginalised groups
are encouraged and even actively supported to attend events. Yet the majority of the
participants also carry an organisational role as providers and/or recipients of human
services: roles which they struggle to set aside during the learning experience.

In addition, the SRV training material is ‘owned’ by the Training Institute for
Human Service Planning, Leadership and Change Agentry (Training Institute) at
Syracuse University in New York State. This ownership exists through intellectual
property rights and copyright. More importantly, it sanctions what, by whom
and in what ways the material can be taught. This echoes the role of professional
associations and licensing bodies that perform gatekeeping functions in other
fields, such as in psychology, social work, medicine, accountancy, law and so forth.

While the educational strategies tend to be conservative in nature, the politics
of the theory are inherently radical: there is an ultimate agenda of social change
and the theory has been adopted by progressive social movements within the
disability sector.

This leads us to- conclude that SRV theory continues to have great relevance
and is highly potent in shaping conscious and helpful responses to the needs
of people who are marginalised. At the same time, the personal experience of
exposure to the theory in itself has limited potency to transform social systems
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and communities. As change agents, community educators and organisers it is this
tension we struggle to hold and which now invites us deeper into our story.

Reflecting on the Participant Experience

It 1s October 2002 and the third day of a three-day SRV theory training event. I
was warned that the content would be intellectually rigorous and that the days
would be long and tough, but I hadn’t appreciated how emotionally exhausting
it would be. I spent the first day deeply touched by the stories of pain and
rejection. This led me to reflect on my own contribution to these experiences; *
of marginalised people, especially at the hands of the service system. Then
yesterday I felt so energised. I wanted to run out and begin making a difference
in the world. But now on our final day together, I'm just feeling overwhelmed.
I want to talk about how I can make a difference, but there doesn’t seem to be
any space. The examples they show us seem clear; yet I know my own context
is complicated. I want someone to help me think it through. And I’'m feeling so
helpless. I know when I go back to my workplace I will be on my own. I also
know I will never see the world the same way again. How do I help others to see
what I can now so clearly see? (SRV participant)

These participant reflections capture the experience of SRV training from the
learner’s perspective. It demonstrates the capacity of SRV training events to
lead to critical insight and awareness. At the same time, it points to some of the
limitations and challenges of present educational endeavours.

Articulated by German-American psychologist and philosopher Wolf
Wolfensberger (1983, 1998), SRV is founded on a deep understanding of social
devaluation. It explains why it is that people with certain characteristics are
more likely to be perceived negatively, and responded to in ways that equate
to marginalisation and social exclusion. It provides means for citizens and
organisations to respond to this societal dynamic. Key to this understanding
1s the theme of consciousness-raising, which echoes Paulo Freire’s ideas of
conscientisation (1970).

It is hoped that during the SRV training experiences, participants will strengthen
their own personal identification with the plight of people who have a devalued
status. This speaks to some of the central tenets of adult education, including
the valuing of personal experience, the desire for direct problem solving and a
learning incentive driven by the individual (Knowles 1980). John O’Brien (1999)
refers to the challenge that participants eventually face as they are confronted by
the realities of social devaluation: To what extent are they willing to confront the
possibility that some of their own practices could be contributing to devaluation
and further wounding, and to what extent are they prepared to say, about their own
practices, ‘STOP!*?
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Top-Down: training is content-driven
and teacher-centred. It begins with
theory and utilises traditional

pedagogy.

Bottom-up: learning is deeply personal.
Personal experience, identification and
consciousness-raising are critical
components of the learning experience.

Figure 6.1 The tension of bottom-up and top-down

At the same time, the educational format ignores contemporary normative
adult learning principles and instead applies a top-down approach to learning. In
Australia, the dissemination of SRV has been primarily through workshops (these
consist of two-, three- and four-day versions with varying degrees of intensity
and depth). Any one of these three workshops is a prerequisite for the practicum
workshop, called PASSING (Wolfensberger and Thomas 2007).

Within the theory workshops, the learning is structured and the pace is pre-
determined in a schedule of topics. There is sequencing of learning that requires
people to be exposed to the theory first and then to do the practicum, so that
they receive the ‘coherent logic and integrity of the overarching theory and its
assumptions’ (Thomas 1999: 363). There is little use of experiential, elicitive,
dialogical or participative learning. Instead, the main learning method is lecture
format. Learners sit in a classroom setting. PowerPoint slides are used extensively
throughout, providing a visual summary of the key learning points as well as
illustrations. The lecture format suggests that participants are blank slates and that
the role of the educator, understood to be a teacher, is to fill that slate. It clearly
represents the orthodox pedagogy model discussed in Chapter 2 of this book, with
a focus upon gaining facts, and a largely passive role for the learner. This has led
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to criticism of the theory, even though what more rightly needs to be targeted is
how it is taught.

The practicum involves visits to human services, time spent with service
recipients, and then reflection. The points of reference are an SRV-based evaluation
tool and the citizens’ knowledge of typical societal dynamics.

This melding of consciousness-raising with a classroom approach to learning
provides another point of tension in the SRV training experience. We see this as the
top-down and bottom-up tension, as depicted in Figure 6.1. This same dynamic is
evident in the relationships among the SRV trainers, the Australasian accreditation
body and the official Training Institute at Syracuse University. In our multiple
roles, we have felt this tension: wanting to honour the extraordinary body of work
developed over decades by colleagues we hold in high admiration, and knowing
the value of the safeguards around the content, but wondering how more flexible
processes might be integrated into the SRV Theory events. The next section will
elaborate on this.

Reflecting on the Trainer Experience

I am in the role of Senior Trainer, in the midst of teaching SRV theory to 25
people. This is hosted by the local organising group and I am conscious of
wanting to do a good teaching job for the sake of the participants and the local
group, but especially for the vulnerable marginalised people whose devaluation
this theory goes some way to addressing.

By my side are the trappings of teaching and learning: the teaching script
and PowerPoint slides. I am conscious that I am carrying on the tradition of
how this theory has been taught across Australia, Great Britain, Scandinavia,
America, Canada, and New Zealand for at least the past two decades. In the
margins of the scripts are my examples that I’ll use to try to bring the script to
life. I will try to take a stance that is confident, yet engaging. I feel the pressure
of needing to cover a lot of material in a relatively short period of time, and of
adhering to the slides and script. I feel for the participants and hope that they
will be supportive of the co-presenter trying to teach a complex theory using the
teaching script for the first time.

[ am wondering about how much people really benefit when exposed to
having to learn this way. Are these training modes sufficient in themselves?
What else is necessary so that people can apply what they learn? Learning about
and trying to apply SRV has a huge impact on the lives of participants; but
what else is required to ensure effective application of the theory to real life
situations? (SRV Trainer)

Two concerns are flagged in this SRV Trainer reflection: the safeguards around
content and process, and what happens to people’s learning after the classroom
experience.
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The issue of protecting the authenticity of the content is a central concern
for the Training Institute and is both a strength and a weakness in the education
process. Firstly, the content is managed in a way that results in controlling the
process. Scripts and presentation materials (handouts and PowerPoint slides) are
provided for the three- and four-day workshops. These scripts were developed at
the Training Institute by Wolf Wolfensberger and colleagues. There are yet more
rigorous and systematic requirements before one can be considered competent to
teach SRV at an accredited level. Only those who have reached accredited Senior
Trainer status have access to a full set of scripts. Those who are co-presenting
receive copies only of the sections that they are presenting. Part of the negotiations
in receiving the scripts is that they are not to be disseminated to unauthorised
people. A national safeguarding and accreditation body has responsibility for this
safeguard. ‘

Secondly, the processes that are used to teach the material are also highly
structured: this results in standardised workshops. Australia and New Zealand
have adopted this mode in imitation of the American scene (Thomas 1999). It
is expected that the presenters follow the scripts, which use a didactic form of
teaching. These measures all work to ensure consistency in the material that is
presented, and to minimise the likelihood of marginally related or inaccurate
concepts being taught under the banner of SRV.

Thus, what we see is a theory embedded in a rich and rigorous framework,
based upon empirical work, taught by people with a strong social justice agenda.
It addresses matters of profound significance, it speaks to timeless realities in the
lives of marginalised people, it puts forward strategies that are potentially highly
beneficial and it continues to be relevant despite being developed in the early
1980s (Kendrick 1994).

However, in reflecting upon our experiences we also see four clear patterns
of concern. Firstly, there is a disconnection between people’s transformational
experiences within the classroom and the application of this theory in people’s
daily lives. Despite positive individual feedback about the SRV event, what we
observe is rapid dispersal of learners after they leave the classroom. Few go on to
undertake the practicum and even fewer remain connected to the network of people
implementing change. On returning to their lives and to their workplaces, not many
participants continue the important conversations to keep the learning alive.

Secondly, there is a lack of take-up of SRV theory by those in leadership roles
in organisations, and therefore there is a widespread lack of application of the
theory. An exception to this was noted by Millier (1999). Currently there exist
progressive responses to the needs of people with disabilities in Australia with
leaders who have been informed by SRV. At the same time, we know that these
pockets of good practice constitute the exception rather than the rule.

Thirdly, an emphasis upon the content over the learning has meant an
emphasis upon theory over application. While the theory has been safeguarded,
its application has not. Thus, we observe many odd and even damaging practices
within disability, mental health and aged care settings — some of which are even
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undertaken in the name of SRV. Many participants nod sagely at the theory, yet
remain unable to influence the culture and practice of their own service settings.

Fourthly, in the mid-1980s and 1990s, there occurred widespread closure of
institutions arising from the application of SRV theory. This happened throughout
Australia and sat alongside similar international liberation efforts. Yet even now,
as we write this chapter, new oppressive policies and initiatives are being rolled
out across Queensland, Australia — so far with minimal resistance.

These paradoxes and contradictions lead us to pursue a deeper analysis of the
dissemination of SRV. In the next section we ask what might it take to move from
our current approach to something that fosters not only application of the theory,
but that also fosters social change through collective transformation?

Our Analysis of the Dissemination of SRV: Moving Towards a
Transformational Agenda

As authors, we have used the ‘spiral model’ of transformational learning, depicted
in Figure 6.2, as a way of reflecting on the dissemination of SRV theory and to assist
us to develop an analysis, enabling a way forward. This model is used extensively
in popular education, that is, education that facilitates critical examination of one’s
own social world. It provides a step-by-step process that helps individuals and
groups to identify areas of common concern and to address these issues by working
together. It suggests that the starting place is the experience of the participants: to
reflect on those experiences and then seek patterns.

SRV theory is grounded in experience, but unlike many other education and
training experiences, the focus within SRV theory is on the ‘other’. By this we
mean that the subjects of the training — people who are marginalised — become
the objects of the training. This is to a certain extent impossible to avoid as the
training focuses on the lives of many people who cannot participate or even be
present due to the complex nature of their disabilities, severity of illness or their
incarceration within institutions. Instead, the participants are those members of
the community who stand alongside them as allies, companions, family members,
advocates, supporters, volunteers and paid workers who can, and do act with
them and on their behalf. In understanding the experience of devaluation, SRV
training therefore does not start from the experience of the participants, rather
it starts from the experience of those people who participants stand alongside.
Within SRV training events, the voices of the people who are most marginalised
are uplifted; but the consequence is that the actual training participants sometimes
feel excluded and silenced. We wonder what it might be like to instead start with
the experiences of those who are present, to invite them to tell their stories of what
they have seen and how they have responded.

The second step involves looking for patterns. SRV theory does identify
patterns; however, these are largely predetermined. Participants have limited
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5. Apply in action ——»

N

1. Start with the

experience of the 2. Look for patterns
4. Practice skills, participants
strategise and plan ,
for action Reflection
3. Add new information
and theory

Source: Used with permission from Rick Armold, Bev Burke, Carl James, D’ Arcy Martin,
and Barb Thomas. Educating for a change, Toronto: Between the Lines, 1991.

Figure 6.2 The spiral model

opportunity to engage with their own contribution to devaluation and valuation,
and to recognise such patterns for themselves.

The third step within the spiral learning model is the inclusion of theory and
information. Within SRV training, the theory is the starting place rather than an
addition to participants’ own reflections. If we invert the SRV training process and
start with people’s experiences, then SRV theory might provide answers to some
of the questions people are asking, rather than impose an agenda.

The fourth step in the spiral model is to connect with the new knowledge,
practice skills and to strategise and plan for action. Certainly, this occurs within
SRV training with exposure to the use of positively valued social roles, such as
employee, student, neighbour, as a key strategy for overcoming devaluation.
However, this occurs purely within the classroom. Outside of the classroom, we
imagine creating the space for discussions on applying SRV theory within the
context of people’s lives, and the creation of safe and nurturing spaces for ongoing
story-telling, reflection, and a deepening of understanding.

Finally, the fifth step calls for applying strategies in action. The spiral model
invites us to understand this as an open space in which our local education
approaches might gain momentum.
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What the spiral model of learning assists us to conceptualise is the opportunity
for a re-imagined learning space. This analysis has also illuminated three things
needed to create a future whereby individuals and organisations utilise SRV as
a means of countering oppression and furthering better lives for people with a
devalued status. We need to strengthen the personal transformation of individuals,
connect these individuals to each other, and have ways of supporting their efforts.
This 1s explored in the next section.

Reflecting on the Experience of the Community Organisation Member

and Educator

Jump forward a decade to 2012: the local group is now a vehicle for fostering
and supporting people in their efforts at social change. Participants feel like they
are part of something, that their efforts matter and, very importantly, that their
experiences, successful or not, are highly relevant and indeed welcomed by the
broader group.

We’ve moved beyond our initial ideas of expanding the way we engage
in training. Those ideas were restricted to bringing people to learn more, and
in more flexible ways, yet somehow fell short of meeting the real needs of
participants.

Now we ask people to join us so that we are together on a journey of learning
to use the theory of SRV. We ask members to lead with their reflections on how
they use SRV theory, on how they struggle in doing so, and what they’ve learnt
to do differently. The journey continues to be interesting: we frequently struggle

-to ensure we-are learning together rather than mis-learning together.

The next steps are becoming obvious. We need to find ways to introduce
experiential, elicitive, dialogical and participative learning in a range of
forums. This could be done while still teaching the theory, so as not to lose
the depth and richness of the theory itself. This part of the journey speaks to
the challenge of exploring through relationships and working out alternatives to
what has seemingly been set in stone. We know we can travel this road because
our colleagues across Australia and the world share in a deep-seated desire
to see people who are marginalised moving to living full and generous lives.
(Community organisation member and educator)

- In the past ten years, we have spent time individually and collectively,
informally and formally, with people who were affected by what they had learnt
and who had shown enthusiasm to go further but who had also struggled to do so.
We listened and we changed or added events and approaches where we could. And
it is making a difference.

Firstly, we added small and quite informal supportive events such as breakfasts
and discussion evenings to build our sense of a learning community. Breakfasts
have been a great opportunity for people to come together socially, be reminded
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of who else is in this effort, and to have a facilitated discussion about a topical
event through the SRV lens. Exploring technical aspects in using the theory is
a significant part of the discussion evenings. Importantly, these are framed over
supper, and with both formal presentation and facilitated elicitive discussion.

Then there have been attempts to respond to people’s desire to be assisted in
the application of this theory. We have come together in a large group in a short
session to explore, discuss, plan, reflect and act, and then commit to a smaller group
based on interest and/or geography. After that, participants go about their everyday
lives trying to implement the actions from the workshop. Then, a few weeks later,
each small group meets. Here they share critique and ideas for improvements on
their efforts.

The final piece of the puzzle has happened over the past year or two. In an effort
to build our learning community, we are exploring how we might best describe our
identity. We are increasingly operating in the manner of a community of practice.
We are drawn to Etienne Wenger’s definition of communities of practice as groups
of people who share a concern or a passion for something they do and learn how
to do it better as they interact regularly (Wenger, McDermott and Snyder 2002).

We see how the identity of a community of practice can more deliberately
assist our reformation. For the vast majority of people learning about SRV, there
has been no peer support for individuals whatever their role. In contrast, in a
community of practice, it is not only the way in which content is taught that is
important, but also the peer supports that exist for people in their efforts to apply
what they have learnt.

In undertaking this transition, we are observing our own shifts from students
and trainers to thinking about our roles as learners and facilitators. In terms of
SRV training it means shifting from a teacher focused orientation to a learner
focused one. It means shifting the centrality of hosting an SRV theory event to
seeing the theory event as one learning experience in a range of transformational
opportunities. It does not mean changing the way theory might be presented,
however, it does mean rethinking its place within a broader cycle — and community —
of learning.

A Re-imagined Way of Being

This reflection confirms the importance of a re-imagined space. This is presented
in Figure 6.3, using what Tony Kelly and Sandra Sewell refer to as a trialectic, or
a ‘logic of wholeness’ (1988: 22) to more firmly evolve and embed a community-
based training approach. Trialectic logic helps move us out of binary dilemmas,
such as the top-down and bottom-up tension observed in the opening of this
chapter. According to Kelly and Sewell, a trialectic establishes a third factor as a
point of focus. In doing so, new insights into social realities can emerge and new
ways to problem-solve develop.
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Working structurally

Working instrumentally Working relationally

Figure 6.3 A new trialectic for transformation

The three focal points are: working instrumentally in which work is task-
focused; working relationally, which requires paying attention to the interpersonal
level, that is, building the bonds of trust and reciprocity, generosity and goodwill;
and working structurally, which means creating an identity and structure that hold
these two elements together and facilitates each. The following reflects how the
organising group is evolving to work in these three interrelated areas.

Working Instrumentally (Task-focused)

|
The local organising group has had a long and successful history in organising
training events where the focus has been on marketing, organising venues and
equipment, providing materials, and liaising with the trainer.

However, more recently, the local group has played a role in creating a new
accredited event that better matches the participant learning needs and integrates
greater discussion. The local group has also hosted additional events that have a
learning function, but equally importantly have the function of bringing people
together in an informal setting.

Working Relationally (Interpersonal)

In response to the issue of individuals disconnecting from the wider group after
training and becoming isolated from any movement for change, the local group
considers people will do better when they are connected to others of a similar mind
and engaged in similar efforts. People know each other in a variety of contexts
and come together in multiple ways. This is typical of how communities operate.
People know each other through SRV events, through work roles and through
citizen roles. This is now reflected in the group’s informal gatherings where there
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are attempts to create conversations, share an understanding of the challenges we
all face, explore what it would take to advance the application of SRV, and make
real change in community and services.

Working Structurally (Identity and Structure)

To hold the tension between the instrumental and the relational we needed a new
structure: to move away from the old models, which might include being a training
organisation, incorporated association or professional body — and for the local
organising group to more fully adopt the identity of a community of practice.

Etienne Wenger maintains that three elements are essential to the jdentity of
a community of practice: the domain, the community, and the practice. Applying
this framework, we identify the first element, our domain, as SRV theory. The
second element, our community, is made up of people who engage in discussions
and share information. They are thought of in three ‘layers’: the committee of
management who work both instrumentally and relationally with each other, then
friends and others who participate in the informal gatherings as well as in the formal
events, and finally those who engage peripherally through the formal events and
then watch and learn from afar. The third element, the practice, supports devalued
individuals to have better lives and, in particular, valued roles, while appreciating
vulnerability and potential.

Conclusion

As -stated in -this chapter, the movement to support people moving into the
community depends on increasing knowledge and personal transformation, as
well as collective transformation and action — best understood within a radical
community-based education and training tradition. It is extremely helpful to have
such a useful and elegant theory, however, we need to do more than hold events
and teach the theory. We need to engage participants in ways that will most enable
learning and that will foster application of the theory in action. In doing this,
we need to avoid group-think ignorance and foster critical examination of one’s
own actions. We need to keep in mind the higher order goal; that our work is
about changing the social conditions surrounding marginalised people. Different
teaching and learning processes will be insufficient in themselves. It is asserted
that working in more relational ways are also essential, an intention best captured
by Margaret Wheatley and Deborah Frieze who say,

Despite current ads and slogans, the world doesn’t change one person at a time.
It changes as networks of relationships form among people who discover they
share a common cause and vision of what’s possible. This is good news for those
of intent on changing the world and creating a positive future. Rather than worry
about critical mass, our work is to foster critical connections. We don’t need to
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convince large numbers of people to change; instead, we connect with kindred
spirits. Through these relationships, we will develop the new knowledge,
practices, courage and commitment that lead to broad-based change. (2006: 1)
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