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Overview

Assumptions are made by policy makers, service planners and providers that their
aspirations for early childhood are shared by professionals, parents and children. Policy
makers consistently use words such as holistic, integration, partnership and collaboration
to describe the ways they wish early years practitioners to engage with children and
families. In order to explore these assumptions and expectations, I gathered data from four
early years settings in Scotland to critically examine the connections between participants’
ideas of childhood, Scottish Government policies and staff roles/responsibilities. I utilised
the experiences of staff, parents and children in these settings to critique the Scottish
Government’s key policy document, the Early Years Framework (2008).

I concluded that there was a measure of shared aspiration for young children between
participants in my research and the Framework document in relation to the importance of
building family and community based experiences. However, there were also wide
differences in expectations relating to existing capacities of families and communities to
support young children. In particular there was a lack of recognition in the Framework of
the considerable pressures experienced by families and communities from wider economic
and social forces driven by a neo-liberal marketised economy. This finding has enabled the
identification of gaps and mismatches between policy objectives relating to family and
community strength and the lived experiences of children, families and communities in
Scotland.

I have identified how such mismatches impact significantly on the ways in which services
are organised and the ways in which practitioners understand their roles and
responsibilities. Current professional responses are based in an assumed power and
authority emanating from a restricted sense of professional identity. As such, they may act
in a detrimental way on the development of collaborative, strengths-based relationships
between staff and parents and children.

[ have argued that the implications of the Scottish Government’s wider social and economic
policy goals go unrecognised in its own key early years policy document and yet resulting
social and economic pressures are reported by my research participants as central to their
experience of family and community life. Such pressures are perceived to impact
negatively on family and community capacity to meet their own and the Scottish
Government’s aspirations for young children. The result is a policy document that is
constrained in its ability to deliver on its own objectives.
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1. Underpinning Research Ideas

In my research I set out to address a fundamental question about aspirations for childhood
in Scotland and the extent to which there is a clear conceptual underpinning for the Early
Years Framework. In particular I was interested in the extent to which the policy conveys
any explicit view of childhood, and to what extent that might align with views of parents,
frontline staff, and especially children.

In addition, in understanding how any disharmonies have occurred between ideas held by
parents, staff and children, and ideas expressed within the Early Years Framework policy, |
was keen to explore the policy development process itself.

Finally, my research was driven by the notion that an understanding is required of the
impact of Scottish Government objectives for the early years on the experiences of
parents, children and staff in early years settings.

2. Conceptual Underpinnings for Early Childhood

My research focussed on bringing together what are considered to be the structural
commonalities of childhood with the experiential uniqueness for each child across four
areas of experience.

2.1 The child in her family: A private life in the home

The homogeneity of the structural age of modernism, based in coercive relationships
between adults and children, has given way to new understandings and experiences of
relationships within diverse family situations. These are built on ideas of participation,
choice, individualism, and the democratisation of the adult-child relationship (Moss and
Petrie, 2002; Kjorholt, 2007).

The ways in which the child experiences family life were key areas for investigation in my
research, particularly in relation to the capacity of families to deliver positive childhood
experiences.

2.2 The child in her community: Participating actor in her social environment

Children’s capacity to participate in the wider life of their communities is socially and
culturally contingent. In a postmodern world the individual child is an active participant in
a dynamic and ever changing social environment (James et al, 1998). The extension of
democratic principles of engagement to children in the early years of the twenty first
century has created conditions where it is argued, children should be able to participate
and make their voices heard through the use of the range of discursive spaces they occupy
(Lansdown, 2001; Moss and Petrie, 2002; Thomas, 2005).

Perceptions about the child as a civic actor and participant in her own community and the
ways in which she is enabled to realise her potential were of central importance to my
research.
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2.3 The child and her peers in the wider world: Competence and power

Developmental theories for children’s learning and social competence are based on notions
of childhood dependency and adult power (MacNaughton, 2003, Qvortrup, 2005). They are
also a long way removed from the postmodern notion of the importance of the ‘now’ of
childhood over its ‘futurity’ (Jenks, 1996; Moss and Petrie, 2002). The idea of a powerful
child who is competent and able to make decisions about her own life, using her own
agency to develop her own independent sense of self (James et al, 1998] is, at once, both a
threat to and a necessity in the continuation of society.

My research explored children’s experiences in exercising their right to freedom and
responsibility in the use of their own spaces along with their peers.

2.4 The child in her imagination: Development of self-image

Perceptions about opportunities for the development of the imagination relate to ideas of a
socially constructed and dynamic child living in a pluralist society where there may be few
enduring images of childhood (James et al, 1998; Moss and Petrie, 2002; Stainton-Rogers,
2001; Mayall, 2009).

My research considered a child’s use of her imagination, and its reflection in the
development of her own self-image; particularly in the context of the pressures and
influences she comes under from the commercial world and from family and community.

3. Policy Development

I considered the policy environment in Scotland that surrounds ideas of early childhood
and the framework it provides in which lived experiences of childhood can be understood.
[ raised questions regarding how policy is formulated, in whose interests, the place of
children within the process of policy development, and their ability to influence it.

3.1 Policy and devolution in Scotland

The advent of devolution in Scotland has seen divergence from England in relation to
health, social welfare and education policies designed for social inclusion, and a continuing
emphasis in Scotland on ideas of social justice (Hill et al, 2004; Tisdall, Davis and Gallagher,
2008; Mooney and Scott, 2012).

However, Scottish conceptual understandings of social and economic priorities are also
inescapably and deeply affected by global economic forces. These are driving developed
world governments towards ever-greater consideration of world markets and key strategic
and transnational economic alliances (Dahlberg and Moss, 2005; Dahlberg, Moss and
Pence, 2006; Smith, 2011).

Conceptual ideas about the relationship between what are neo-liberal economics (Hayek,
1944 and 1998; Friedman, 1990 and 2002) and the ways in which society organises itself
to support its children and families were the focus of my research. They are ideas that are
closely allied to ideas of children’s power, agency and participation.
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3.2 Policy and Integration of Services

The burgeoning of early years services in Scotland in the late twentieth and early twenty
first centuries is directly correlated with the mass entry of women into the labour market,
giving rise to a a corresponding increase in the need for childcare (see General Household
Surveys, 1980-1997). The resulting policy emphasis is on the creation of more childcare
places to support wider neo-liberal policy objectives in the field of employment (Cohen et
al, 2004).

However, for integration to have a clear and unified meaning, it must involve both coherent
conceptual and structural aspects, associated with the integration of care and education
(Cohen et al, 2004; Davis and Hughes, 2005; Davis, 2011).

3.3 Policy and Power Relationships

Where the power balance lies in relationships between parents, children and professionals
and the development of policy, it is dependent on perceptions about the interests of
children and how to meet them. An emphasis on building partnership with parents
acknowledges not only their intrinsic knowledge and expertise but also the importance of
their continuing contribution (Moss and Petrie, 2002; Cohen et al, 2004; Moss, 2007; Davis,
2011). This requires a bringing together of learning, values and perspectives from the
home, the school and the world of work through a complex system of inter-subjectivity
(Fleer, 2006) which, in turn, requires an integrated response.

3.4 Policy, the Early Years Workforce and Integration

Staff working in early years services operate within a cultural, social and political context
which impacts on expectations of their role and the professional value base that underpins
it (MacNaughton, 2003; Tucker, 2003). Market values perpetuate divides between care and
education in early years and create schisms in professional perceptions of roles and
responsibilities. These present difficulties for the development of integrated working and
partnership approaches to family and community capacity building. They create power
relationships and professional value bases that seem incompatible with the mutually
respectful relationships required (Moss and Petrie, 2002; MacNaughton, 2003; Broadhead
et al, 2008; Dussel, 2010; Davis, 2011). This is reflected in staff training and shared
professional practice (Davis, 2011).

Holistic approaches require training and practice that is based in listening to children and
their families. They require a flexible and collaborative approach to building on already
existing capacity within families and communities (Tucker, 2003; Dahlberg, Moss and
Pence, 2006; Tett, 2006; Broadhead et al, 2008), which acknowledges the dynamic and
diverse ways in which children live their lives (Davis, 2011). A fundamental recognition is
required of the strengths of children, families and communities and a belief in their
capacity to find solutions for themselves (Pinkerton, 2001, Tett, 2006; Broadhead et al,
2008; Davis, 2011).
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My research addressed the extent to which ideas about childhood and the lived
experiences of children and families using and working within early years services are
reflective of a service aspiring towards an integrated, strengths based, collaborative
response.

4. Operationalising the Research

My fieldwork, conducted from February to May 2010, used the storied accounts of both
adult and child participants from four early years settings across Scotland. These ranged
across both urban and rural environments, across a range of socio-economic situations,
and in both targeted and universal provision.

[ used the narratives of participants to analyse the interplay between the policy agenda in
Scotland around early childhood experiences, the way that services are structured and
professional roles and responsibilities for staff perceived, and how these are ultimately
experienced by children and their families. The research was qualitatively based and
therefore necessarily smale scale. However, data was obtained which allowed a new depth
of analysis and the development of original perspectives based in actual experience. It can
be seen alongside and is complementary to other more quantitatively based research in the
same or similar policy areas in Scotland.

All settings I used worked with children under the age of five and their families, and all
offered year round, extended day care provision. Only three out of the four worked with
children under the age of three, where they provided targeted services for families facing
considerable challenge. Three of the centres had part time input from teachers and one did
not. Three were part of local authority provision and one was a community facility.

[ ran a total of eight focus groups for staff and four for parents. Each of these focused on
ideas and experiences of childhood and involved forty-seven staff and thirteen parents.

Individual interviews with twenty four staff in a range of staff roles were designed to
understand how they felt about their jobs, the roles and responsibilities they held and
about the services they operated within.

Interviews with seventeen parents were designed to establish their experiences of using
early years services, the relationships they held with staff and their perceptions about staff
roles and responsibilities.

I also worked with fourteen children gaining their stories about their childhoods through
the use of their own photographic accounts of their lives at home. The data collection
method was essentially an activity/play based one, over which the children themselves had
a large amount of control. This made the process a meaningful one for them and reflected
an approach that saw them as data gatherers rather than simply as research “subjects”
(Clark and Moss, 2001).
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5. Discussion
5.1 The child in her home and family

Parents and staff, and children themselves, generally described family lives that were rich
and diverse. However adult participants expressed concern that they were unable to
achieve the kinds of experiences they wished for children because of pressures over which
they perceived they had no control and no say. These emanated from the drives of a
market driven economy which made parents feel they needed to leave their families and go
out to work long hours to pursue a certain level of material wealth. This resulted in
perceived severe constraints on time available for family life.

These pressures were not necessarily felt to be constraining by children. They reported
many ways in which they took responsibility for themselves and contributed to a family
life. However, it was clear they had considerably less opportunity for independent play
with peers out of sight of adults than their parents reported from their own childhoods,
and they spent their lives under constant surveillance.

The Scottish Government looks to create strong, self-reliant and resilient family
environments, yet, in its Framework document, it fails to acknowledge the real pressures
and challenges faced by families in achieving this. In addition, it appears not to have
sufficient mechanisms by which it can hear directly from families what those pressures and
challenges are. The Scottish Government’s Early Years Framework needs to recognise the
considerable difficulties a market driven frame of reference causes for families in
providing the kinds of experiences for their children they would wish.

Both parents and staff in my study were concerned at the lack of organisational capacity in
mainstream early years services to provide a holistic response to families. This lack of
capacity was perceived to be reflected in the professional roles and responsibilities
currently held by staff. Parent participants reported a general sense that nursery staff
considered their primary and, in some cases only, responsibility was to children. Staff
themselves considered they did not have the expertise or the resource and time to
consider a holistic response, even where they were key workers and would have wished to.
The Scottish Government sets out in the Framework an expectation that such expertise will
grow and roles and responsibilities will change to reflect new and more holistic ways of
working. Both staff and parents were highly sceptical of how that might be achieved in
reality.

Where parent participants reported facing a level of challenge in their family lives which
required them to seek professional support they experienced professional responses based
in assumptions of professional power. Whilst this was not necessarily perceived to be
detrimental and, for a number of parents, was simply an accepted aspect to the
relationship, it was understood by others to get in the way of building family capacity. The
Scottish Government requires to make a conceptual adjustment towards building a
genuine collaboration between staff and parents that acknowledges the power of the
parental role and supports it for all families, in the interests of rich, varied and complex
childhood experiences for all children.
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5.2 The participating child in her neighbourhood community

The Government’s aspirations for community strength and resilience may be similarly
misplaced since they take little account of lived experience. The Government outlines
objectives for building capacity within communities without appreciating or
acknowledging the detrimental impact of its wider social and economic policy agenda on
the abilities of local communities to respond. Again, it assumes a professional role within
communities that is driven from the need to identify weakness rather than strength, which
creates the same power imbalances as it does with families, and which ultimately acts
against collaborative forms of interaction with people.

In addition, there is a conceptual conflict at the heart of the Scottish Government’s
Framework document between a recognition of a child’s right to the use of her own agency
in the pursuit of her own life aspirations, and a set of goals for children which are framed
to create stability, continuity and the protection of their welfare These latter assume as
necessary a level of adult control over children’s lives which runs counter to the
development of capacity in children themselves (Prout, 2000; Mayall, 2000).

There is a resulting confusion in values at the heart of the document between those values
which would support a child’s right to participate in the development of the policy
environment of which she is both a subject and a consumer (Apple, 2011), and those
welfare inspired values which would regard the adult as protector and the child as
necessarily incompetent (Kirby and Woodhead, 2003; Hill et al, 2004; Lancaster, 2010).
The degree of commitment to a concept of the child as participating citizen is dependent on
how the Scottish Government deals with power relationships between adults and children
(Hendrick, 2005; Thomas, 2005 and 2007; Smith, 2011). Children’s voices in the
development of policy are one significant way in which the Scottish Government can
ensure that its policy objectives in early years are properly reflective of children’s own
ideas and the lives they live (Moss and Petrie, 2002; Dunne, 2006). Without their voices, a
disconnect between policy and lived experience is almost inevitable.

5.3 The competent, powerful and independent child

The connection between a child’s opportunities to exercise her capacity as an independent
decision maker through assessing and managing risk in her everyday life, and a recognition
that this capacity has application in the wider civic arena is important (Christensen and
Mikkelsen, 2008). Where the child’s capacity to act independently is substantially denied
out of adult fears for her safety her power to make choices and decide for herself are taken
away from her. Her confidence in her ability to negotiate the wider world is eroded as she
becomes fearful of her own social and physical environment. She is the dependent child
rather than the independent, competent and powerful child. She is stripped of any
opportunity to take part in wider social discourse, particularly in the democratic political
arena. She becomes the silenced child who has no political say and no political identity
beyond that of her family (Thomas, 2005).

Even though children in my study found ways of taking responsibility, of developing
independence and being powerful in their lives, these were restricted to the private world
of the family. Even though adult participants understood the impact of imposing
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restrictions on childrens’ opportunities for independent play and decision making, their
assumed responsibility for keeping children safe from generalised dangers perceived to be
presented by the modern world was regarded as paramount.

In this instance, too, it is my conclusion that the Scottish Government has not
acknowledged or taken account of the wider pressures families and professional staff
experience and which impact on their sense of responsibility for children (Little, 2006;
Waters and Begley, 2007; Christensen and Mikkelsen, 2008). It has set out its commitment
to increasing opportunities for risk taking for children but without then considering how
children might use their competency as independent decision makers in a wider world; a
wider world that still continues to work against their agency.

Without Government recognition of generalised adult fears for childrens’ safety
postmodern discourses of agency, choice and self-determination for children (James et al,
1998; Christensen and Mikkelsen, 2008) are in danger of being effectively silenced.

5.4 The child, her imagination, and self-image

The postmodern idea of multiple self-images refracted and reflected through social
connection and experience sits comfortably with an idea of childhood that is informed by
plural ideas of family life and of community diversity. The child builds and then uses
multiple images of herself as she constantly renegotiates her understanding of her place in
her family and community. It is a dynamic space she occupies where she continually
demonstrates her competence as a social actor, including as part of a consumerist society,
in which she is an important player.

Yet, adults appear to have considerable difficulty in considering her demonstrated
competence as an enabling and life enhancing quality. They express concern for the
potential loss of her innocence, in the context of their own perceived responsibility to
protect. This is most particularly felt in relation to their fears of commercial attempts
through the media to entice children towards the market and the commodification of
childhood itself. Childhood innocence is equated, for parents, with play in the natural
world using natural materials. Manufactured toys, especially new technology, and the
power of the media are viewed with suspicion and yet parents feel compelled to comply
with the commercial imperatives of the market.

It seems to me that the Scottish Government makes no acknowledgement of this area of
childhood experience in the Framework document. It shows no understanding of the
concerns expressed by adult participants and has no answers for them when they outline
their thoughts about what they perceive to be theoretical responsibilities to protect
children and yet a sense of powerlessness to act against the perceived powers of the
market and the media.

Equally, the Framework, by making no explicit reference to the role of imaginative play in
the development of a child’s self image and therefore not recognising it when creating
policy goals, has created a policy vacuum which has allowed the potential commercial
exploitation of the world of children’s play feared by adult participants.
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6. Implications of the Research

The Scottish Government, through the Early Years Framework document is unlikely to
affect fundamental and positive change in the area of early childhood experiences without,
first of all recognising and taking account of a considerably more subtle and diverse notion
of childhood and childhood experiences than is currently reflected in the document.
Implicit in that recognition should be an acknowledgement of the importance of the
immediacy of childhood experience and its role in determining how children develop a
sense of self. A sense of self underpins children’s own understandings of the contribution
they are able to make, not just as adults of the future but in the ‘here and now’ of
childhood. An emphasis on investment in the future must therefore give way to a new
emphasis on the present which honours the importance of childhood to children
themselves, and which recognises both the richness and diversity of their experience and
the unique contribution they, as children, are able to make.

Although the relationship between economic and social investment in early years and
economic and societal strength in Scotland is recognised in the Framework, it is future
oriented and therefore takes no account of the economic and wider social challenges faced
by families and communities in the present. Its objectives do not acknowledge wider social
and economic influences that affect, in a very fundamental way, the capacity of staff,
families and local communities to deliver. The Framework is therefore too limited in its
current focus. Whilst a separate policy focus on early childhood is important and a very
positive development, the early years needs to be placed at the centre of all Scottish
Government policy. It is the place where, in the interests of children at the very start of
their life journey, both social and economic policy must come together in the context of
family and community life. There is no more important place for that to happen.

The understanding of professional roles and responsibilities implicit within the Framework
is reflective of assumed professional power and authority over families and communities.
This is especially the case where families and communities are deemed to be weak. Such
understandings of role are counter productive to the collaborative relationships necessary
for holistic ways of working, and to the development of the kind of partnerships with
families and communities the Scottish Government envisages.

So long as sharp conceptual distinctions are made between health, care and education in
the organisation and development of services and amongst professionals themselves, they
are likely to lead to professional protectionism and to restricted understandings about
roles and responsibilities. In such a climate collaborative working with families and
communities is only a limited possibility. A continuing emphasis on such separation of
roles will work against Government priorities for more holistic and collaborative
approaches that are based in acknowledgement of power within families and communities
themselves. A cultural shift in professional perceptions is therefore required.
Understandings based in separation of functions and roles need to be replaced with
professional roles and responsibilities that recognise the wider ecology of the child and
take account of the need to work collaboratively with families and communities.
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The Scottish Government’s work to establish a ‘common core’ training for all those wishing
to engage in working with young children and their families and communities is but a start
to addressing this issue. It needs to be supported by an examination of ways in which other
structural, service based and professional barriers to new approaches might be addressed.

7. Recommendations Based on the Research Outcomes

7.1 Research

The key issue for the Scottish Government is to consider what the pre-requisites are which
make partnership work, based in strengths-based collaborative approaches, not just
effective but possible within the current constraints, and how it might be built into
universal approaches in early years work in Scotland.

The Scottish Government should therefore

* Commission research with staff, parents and children to identify values, principles
and elements of practice which underpin successful, strengths based collaborative
approaches

* Consider how to incorporate such approaches in universal provision across
Scotland so that all families and communities may benefit.

7.2 Policy

Policy connects with those it affects through the identification and involvement of key
stakeholders to ensure it is properly reflective of their lived experience. The Scottish
Government, in developing a policy for early years that parents, children and staff can
commit to, must therefore first identify and then take proper account of their views. My
research indicates that parents, and frontline staff have not been sufficiently included in
the policy process to date and young children, not at all.

The Scottish Government should

* Consider how to develop effective mechanisms for the participation in the policy
development process of all key stakeholders, including young children

* Develop a collaborative and inclusive process involving all identified key
stakeholders to create shared aspirations for childhood in Scotland

* Look to see how economic and wider social policy priorities in Scotland tie in with
these aspirations, so that they are mutually informing and reinforcing

* Make revisions and extensions to the Early Years Framework based in the outcome
of such a process.

7.3 Services
Research evidence indicates that the most effective way to create strong, resilient and self-
reliant families and communities is to build collaborative working arrangements between

professional staff and families, and to use approaches which acknowledge and work with
the whole ecology of the child.

10

10
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As adult research participants indicated, the service in operation in Scotland, particularly
for those under the age of three, is not currently resourced to provide effective early
intervention in a mainstream context. Neither is it one where all families and staff work
together to ensure their own continuing strength. Collaboration between professionals and
families is impeded by almost inevitable inequalities in power relationships.

The Scottish Government, along with key partners, including frontline staff, parents and
children, should

* Consider how to locate additional support for younger children and their families
within all universal services over the longer term.

* (Consider how to integrate additional support, wherever possible, within
mainstream work with parents and families and how to create staff capacity

e Use collaborative models such as family learning and PEEP to begin to create
learning communities across all nurseries and centres and into neighbouring
communities

7.4 Professional Roles and Responsibilities

The creation of a holistic approach to working with young children, families and their
communities requires recognition of the agency of individual children and their power to
influence their own lives. It requires recognition, too, of the agency of parents themselves
and their ability to work from their strengths to create childhood experiences for their
children which match up, as far as possible, to their ideal. Recognising such agency of both
children and parents requires staff to build the capacity to work in a fundamentally
different way with families, particularly as this affects assumptions about the power
relationships between them. The confusion at the heart of the Framework document
between pursuing a strengths based or a deficit-based model for working with children
and families I believe needs to be resolved.

Those responsible for education and training of staff working in early years settings should

* Build on existing work to establish a ‘common core’ training for all staff in early
years, and encourage a cultural shift amongst professionals working with families
and communities from perceptions of professional identities based in assumptions
of professional authority, knowledge and skill to ones based in mutual regard and
collaboration with families and communities

* Revise initial training for all staff working with parents and communities, using the
common core to create new perspectives and understandings on collaborative
working in an effort to alter the existing unequal parent/professional/child power
relationships.

In addition, those responsible for the professional certification and employment of early
years staff should

11
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*  Work with key stakeholders to develop roles and responsibilities for all staff
working in universal services which are based in these new understandings, and
which take account of the wider environment of the child

* Consider merging the key worker role with the ‘named person’ role (Getting it
Right for Every Child) and ensuring that all children accessing early years provision
across all sectors have an identified key worker/named person who has the
capacity to take a holistic view of the child’s environment

* Develop the key worker/named person role so that it includes responsibilities for
full case management with families.

Finally, even such fundamental shifts as the recommendations above signify can only be of
limited value in creating the kinds of childhood experiences professed by my research
participants as the aspiration, without a resolution of the conflicts at the heart of the
Scottish Government’s early years policy These conflicts manifest themselves in pressures
on families and on staff working with families which cut across all attempts to support
children in family and community life. Ensuring the Early Years Framework is at the very
heart of the Scottish Government’s policy agenda will at least force a review of the
relationships between the Framework and the full range of social and economic policy,
which should expose these conflicts and allow resolution.

THE THESIS of which the above is a synopsis is available from the University of Edinburgh
Library.
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