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Abstract 
 
This paper presents and discusses how adult learners, i.e. special school professionals, 
use life stories in order to improve communication.  Special school staff in a Swedish 
urban district had to attend one of four parallel communication courses, lasting for 
one school year, 2007/2008. My commission was to lead one of these courses and I 
had a free hand to choose content and method. The other three course leaders chose 
either PECS (Picture Exchange Communication System) or varying types of sign 
language. I decided to use an entirely different approach, theoretically as well as 
practically, namely life history. The aim of my course was to highlight and develop 
knowledge of communication between children and adults, to increase understanding 
of the child’s perspective on communication, and to develop our own communication 
skills.  
 
Consequently, four courses with various themes were offered. The special school 
staff had to make an initial choice, concerning interest and needs, between the four 
different courses. Ten persons, all women, attended my course. They all work in 
primary and secondary special school as pupil’s assistants or special teachers. Three 
of them work in “short-time homes” for children or adults with learning disabilities. 
Many of them have long-standing professional experience. 
  
Initially, we read about and tried to explore the concept of communication, 
understood as interaction between people. We made mind maps together. Forming 
three workshops (with 4+4+3 persons), we went on to writing our individual life story 
with a focus on childhood memories of communication. The purpose of writing and 
reflection was to let tacit knowledge emerge and develop, to find out a child’s 
perspective and to learn more about communication − conditions, possibilities and 
limitations. Initially, hesitation and uncertainty marred the writing, but soon each one 
was in the midst of an engaging production of her interesting life story. When 
writing, reading, analysing, interpreting and discussing our texts we developed a 
deeper understanding of communication. Although we have years of experience of 
working with children, we obtained new insights into communication and interaction. 
We also realised that we have learnt many more surprising and interesting things than 
we could ever have imagined. Comments were, inter alia: “Group members’ stories 
and ideas have influenced me and launched a thought process”; “We have developed 
various tools for communication which will surely turn out useful”.  
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Introduction 
 
This paper presents a piece of biographical research in a particular educational 
setting. All special school staff in a Swedish urban district had to attend one of four 
parallel courses, lasting for one school year, 2007/2008. The object in focus was 
communication, according to the purposes of the local curriculum and after an 
inventory of needs. The special school professionals work as pupil assistants, teachers 
and staff in pupils’ temporary housing. Partaking in one course was compulsory. The 
headmistress had charged four teachers from her own district to lead these four 
courses in order to direct efforts on communication. The special school pupils, all of 
them children with learning disabilities, have various ways to communicate and 
express themselves. The professionals have practical experience in e.g. alternative 
ways of communication.  
 
During that school year I practised two professions. I was a special school teacher in 
the said urban district as well as a researcher at the university. On these preconditions 
the task of leading one of the courses was entrusted to me. As course leaders, the four 
of us had free hands to choose course content and method, both of which were 
described to the participants in advance, before making their choice. Consequently, 
four courses with various themes were offered at the beginning of the school year. 
This gave the professionals a chance to choose the course they best needed. For 
example, some of the professionals wanted to brush up their knowledge of sign 
language and attended a sign language course. Others wanted to learn more about 
communication on a broad basis. Interest, educational need and curiosity determined 
the choices made. Everybody made their choice to their own taste. Sometimes choices 
were made out of friendship and loyalty. 
 
The purpose of this paper is to show how a life history approach has been useful in 
that sort of educational setting. This text deals with the conditions of using such an 
approach in these special circumstances. First, I will give an account of my course 
implementation. Next part offers an analysis of our life story workshop. This leads to 
a concluding discussion and, finally, some standpoints.  
 
Course implementation – to a certain extent a daring concept 
 
Adults joined a course after having chosen from a selection of four courses, 
representing four different ways of tackling the field of communication. The other 
three course leaders chose either PECS (Picture Exchange Communication System) 
or varying types of sign language. I decided to use an entirely different approach, in 
theory as well as in practice. As my commission was to define both contents and a 
well functioning method, I decided to find and use an adequate theory about 
communication, in order to stage some sort of base discussion. Reading and 
discussing theoretical texts about communication (Nilsson & Waldemarsson, 2007), 
writing texts of one’s own in the form of a life story, analysing these texts in smaller 
groups, discussing one’s own experiences of writing and memory work and, finally, 
interpreting and summarizing what we have learnt, were parts of my intended 
concept. Ten persons, all women, attended my course. They all work in primary and 
secondary special school as pupil’s assistants or special teachers. Three of them work 
in “short-time homes” for children or adults with learning disabilities, i.e. temporary 
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housing for pupils. Many of these course members have long-standing professional 
experience.  
 
When I presented the concept further and gave closer details, I saw several puzzled 
and, in some cases, hesitant faces in front of me. “Never before have I done 
something like this!”, “Hm…Seems difficult but interesting!” and “I have never 
looked at knowledge in this way!” were some of the comments. The attitudes were 
not negative, but some of the students played a waiting game. Feelings of curiosity 
combined with uncertainty could be noticed. We were all risk-taking participants of a 
new and unique course. My own silent question was: What will be the outcome of 
this enterprise? 
 
None of the adults in this course were aquatinted to either the concept of life history 
or any sort of workshop in such a biographical field. On the other hand I was 
convinced that we could use our own life stories, memories and tacit knowledge in 
order to gain a better insight into the complex skill of communication. My arguments 
were grounded in theory and practice (Ahlbäck et al., 2006; Frithiof, 2007; Härnsten 
et al., 2007). Life history is one of the best tools to draw out expressions of what 
people already know about social life (Bertaux, 1983). From my point of view, this 
course was the place to bring out informal and tacit knowledge, to make this 
knowledge visible, comprehensible and possible to discuss and deepen. In that way 
such knowledge could be conscious and useful in all our encounters with pupils.  
 
The aim of my course was to highlight and develop our knowledge of communication 
between children and adults, to increase our understanding of the child’s perspective 
on communication, and to develop our own communication skills. Initially, we 
discussed our understanding of the concept communication by the help of a mind-
map. Words as listen, opponent, body language, pictures, music, art, culture, writing, 
letters, mail, postcards, hidden, distinct, intention, difficulties and disability were also 
written on the white board. The concept was fixed according to the Latin world 
communicare, make common. We tried to grasp the meaning of communication: by 
united effort and teamwork two individuals try to get something in common. This 
means that my message to you as well as your message to me is an announcement we 
have to interpret, understand and treat in common. That is not to say that a person is 
spared from being responsible for his or her own thoughts, words and deeds. 
 
Next step was to read about communication (Nilsson & Waldemarsson, 2007), 
understood as interaction between people. I suggested the first text. From the 
beginning of the book, I chose a text about context, theory and a number of 
communication models. At the end of our first meeting we formed three workshops 
with four, four and three members respectively. We kept the writing of our life story 
for next meeting. But I told them to meditate on it. The text should not render their 
entire life span, but rather the part or period about which I posed questions (cf. 
Klasson, 1995). The course members were recommended to think about memories of 
communication with school staff when being the same age as the children or young 
people they meet today as professionals.  
 
Next time, roughly a month later, we assembled into the previously formed three 
workshops, and went on to writing our individual life story with a focus on 
childhood/youth memories of communication. The purpose of writing and reflection 
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was to let tacit knowledge emerge and develop, to find a child’s perspective and to 
learn more about communication − conditions, possibilities and limitations. Initially, 
hesitation and uncertainty marred the writing, but soon each one, every single person, 
was in the midst of an engaging production of her interesting life story. 
 
Every workshop brought up the written texts to discussion. Each author read her text and the other listened. Then the author had 
to remain silent when the text was interpreted by the listeners. Then the author was given the floor again. When all the texts had 
been discussed, the three workshops came together for a summing up of experiences, thoughts and reflections. Next meeting we 
started the three workshops by reading our own texts. Then we went on to yet another discussion about our new experiences, 
thoughts and reflections.  
 
During this course we always met in a class-room, late in the afternoons, six times 
during that school year. Rather tired after an eight-hour working day and more or less 
ordered to be there, we needed a cup of tea or coffee to be able to start our studies and 
discussions. We decided unanimously to do the entire job then and there, to have no 
sort of homework. The course members suggested what pages they wanted to read 
and discuss next time. Among other they chose texts about listening, about serious 
conversation in crisis, and disturbances in communication. As a member of the 
working team, I had no work to do between the meetings. As a leader of this group, 
however, I always had to prepare the next meeting.  As a researcher I was responsible 
for research documentation during and after the meetings. As employees the course 
members were obliged to take part in one of the courses. As sort of co-researchers or 
informants they were well-informed about being volunteers. Nobody was forced to 
write or read her life story.  According to ethical regulations for researchers belonging 
to Faculty of Arts and Social Science (HSFR), I told them thoroughly about this and 
tried to send out this message during the whole process. Everybody chose to 
participate in writing, reading and discussing their own life story.  And then, what 
were the contents of the texts?  
    
Analysis 
 
From a biographical viewpoint these course member’s life stories and descriptions 
were presented at a specific point in time in a given situation and in a specific place. 
 

The past is merely accessible as more or less “accurate” retrospective images of 
their identity, experiences and life-events. At another point in time and another 
context it is probable that these reflections and recollections may be slightly 
different. Their life-stories are written, interpreted, rewritten, and reinterpreted 
constantly, so from some sort of “objective” standpoint it might be fair to question 
their “authenticity”. (Stier, 1998, p.100) 

 
Regardless of the “accuracy” of these biographical sketches, the empirical point of 
focus was how the authors outlined and painted important memories of 
communication. Furthermore, it was interesting to explore the character and meaning 
of the examples of communication in these life stories. One of us wrote: 
 

I couldn’t stand reading aloud in class. I hated it when I went to school. Every time 
I felt sick. I almost got a fainting-fit. As a senior-level pupil I took courage and 
asked for a talk with my form mistress about this problem. My expectation was to 
be let off, or perhaps to have to read aloud only in half-class. She said that she had 
never been aware of this. “Then you will have to practise this more often, 
considerably so. It will help your fear to just fade away.” Thought I was dying. Not 
at all an expected answer. I had delivered myself, just to hear that it had to be dealt 
with by practising? --- Felt so totally left in the lurch.  
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The members of the workshop discussed their comprehension of the girl’s story. First 
of all they established the fact that a child is vulnerable and can feel vulnerable.  Then 
they realized two possible approaches to the school activity in question. From the 
pupil’s point of view, reading aloud was as a menacing danger. From the teacher’s 
point of view, the same activity was a selected pedagogical method. After years of 
agony the pupil came to a twofold decision: to put an end to it and communicate this 
decision to the person in charge. Starting a talk, the pupil’s intention was to get 
support from her teacher in her own decision: No more reading aloud!  The teacher 
thought she was being informed that there was a problem. As a skilled teacher, she 
readily produced an analysis of this problem and gave The Solution at once.  
 
A number of questions turned up. Did these two persons in the life story listen to each 
other? Was that a problem there and then? Are pupils and school professionals more 
of listeners today? Discussing adult learners’ way of thinking and their sources of 
knowing, Dominicé (2000) puts the historical, social, and personal dimensions of 
thinking together to form a whole. Then he “feel[s] able to discuss the ambitious idea 
of a structure of interpretation, an adult hermenetics” (ibid., p.85). 
 
For hermeneutic interpretation work Ödman (1997) has developed a model which 
embraces objects and forms of interpretation and forms of understanding. The model 
shows how the researcher works on three different levels. Through frequent 
alternations between levels, a shift between the partial and whole is effectuated. The 
first level of understanding is rational (Zweckrationales Verstehen). Next level is a 
structural comprehension. The last and third level is the hermeneutic, which opens for 
issues of existential nature. As a researcher, I received an impression of such a 
threefold interpretation made by the listeners and the author as well. Co-operation –
literally: “together-work” – supported this process, a process of learning. 
 
The 11 adult learners used life stories in order to improve communication in everyday 
school life, in their meeting with pupils. But our focusing on this group, our “pupils 
with special needs” or “children with learning disabilities”, turned out to be sort of a 
misjudgement or a needless limitation. As professionals in school, and above all in 
special school, we have a tendency to sharply mark off pupils from their 
surroundings, looking at them as a sort of clients.  Perhaps we ourselves as 
professionals excavate a gap between ourselves and the child.   It became apparent 
that not only pupils, that is to say children and young persons, were the only 
communication partners to be contemplated.  Many of us realized that we developed 
broader knowledge and practical skills to use in all encounters with all sorts of 
people. Somebody said that she had developed her communication in her own family. 
After having gained new insights into the family’s communication pattern, she had 
learnt to speak to her own children and her husband in another way. While the course 
was in progress she was considering a lot between our course-related gatherings. 
Wasn’t that a piece of home-work? 
 
 
Discussion 
 
Working in work-shops and at home – in an ongoing discussion, which took its 
starting point in our life stories – we learnt from each other from the very beginning 
to the very end of the course. When writing, reading, analysing, interpreting and 
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discussing our texts we developed a deeper understanding of communication, 
foremost from our own childhood experiences. Although we have years of experience 
of working with children, we obtained new insights into communication and 
interaction. Obviously we improved our general communication competence. We also 
realised that we had learnt many more surprising and interesting things than we could 
ever have imagined. Comments were, inter alia: “Group members’ stories and ideas 
have influenced me and launched a thought process”; “We have developed various 
tools for communication which will surely turn out useful”. Those tools were turned 
out to have been developed from childhood experiences, half forgotten but now 
brought into managable shape. 
 
Zygmunt Baumann (2005) has gone into particulars about the society shift from Life 
Long Education (LLE) to Life Long Learning (LLL). This means a shift from 
education as a government public duty to learning as a personal life long project. 
Governments have to some extent abdicated. Members of a society have to decide on 
their own what to learn according to  what they themselves grasp as essential and 
necessary. Nowadays, learning is mainly based on communication, collaboration and 
problem solving (SOU2003:15). Even those members of the society who happen to 
be teachers are life long learners. Consequently, in that case they have to 
communicate, collaborate and solve problems, rather than educating other members 
of the same society. Bauman (2005) still prefer to use LLE and decline to use LLL. I 
tend to agree with him. But, as a researcher in pedagogy and a teacher, I realize the 
importance of learning and teaching, at the same time.  
 
Our life stories told us: “We all bear and bring with us our past communication 
experiences“, as one of the course members put it. At the end of this communication 
project a voice in the course evaluation said: “I would like to continue!”. We recalled, 
more or less consciously, instructive events in our childhood and youth, tried to 
remember what had been communicated by words and deeds and what we had 
brought with us and learnt from. These communication studies, lasting for a school 
year, less than a year of our lives, turned out to be an experience of lifelong learning. 
From our work together we all obtained a true and personal experience of being a life 
long learner. Furthermore, we realised that this specific knowledge about 
communication, engendered from our own life stories, was useful when 
communicating with pupils, when teaching language communication and when 
learning more in our own social lives.  As we realised that a child learns from and is 
highly influenced by adults, especially at school, we also meditated upon our 
responsibility. Such clear-sightedness gave some of us shivers. Many of us were 
positively challenged and realised the importance of this specific knowledge, 
obtained through our writing, and of our importance, as school professionals, to the 
children and their needs. 
   
We can choose to look upon a child in a special school as a disabled child, in this 
context disabled when it comes to communicating. But we can also – according to the 
latest notion of disability (WHO 2001) – choose to look upon a functionally 
disordering or disabling environment.  The communication course gives us an 
example how the social shift from a disabled individual to a disabling environment 
could be understand. If a child in “a school for children with learning disability” tries 
to say something and make herself or himself understood it is not her or his own 
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problem. We have to make a mutual effort to meet each other. This is also true of 
autism and other diagnoses, where communication problems are criteria.   
 
Perhaps this leads us to a new view upon teaching. About 50 years ago, the teacher 
was the possessor of knowledge. Some decades ago he or she came to be a supervisor 
or a coach. If the teacher and the pupil henceforth in a post-modern world are life- 
long learners, they have learning in common. They share the same enterprise.  This 
course, with its focus on communication as a teamwork, is an elucidatory example 
pointing in that direction. 
 
When a researcher chooses to do biographical research, his or her task is to call forth 
life stories (Pérez Prieto, 2006). These researchers give themselves the mission that 
these life stories be materialised, i.e. written or orally told. My position as a 
researcher is rather intersubjective and hermeneutic than objective. For this piece of 
research I studied a life history approach in an educational setting.  But I was also a 
member of the educational setting. Is this a defensible position? I really do think so. I 
look upon and study an object as a researcher, but I can’t do this without involving 
myself as a person. As a researcher I try to be objective, but I cannot imagine The 
Objective Researcher, who is not at all involved in or committed to the aim or the 
research questions. And what about theoretical standpoints, e.g. ontological and 
epistemological conceptualisation, and the researcher’s view on man, knowledge and 
society? Could any human researcher stand out as objective? We have our motives 
and driving forces. At the best, curiosity is one of them. Thirst for knowledge is 
another. But there are most likely others, which, in my subjective position, I am more 
or less aware of.  
 
Did we, 11 special school professionals, learn how to interact better with children? 
Obviously, we did. We developed knowledge about communication and received 
deeper insights concerning our role of being speakers and listeners. We realised that 
all the life stories became our teaching media. Unmistakably, we learned important 
things from our own lives.  
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