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INTRODUCTION

Bernd Képplinger & Nina Lichte & Erik Haberzeth & Claudia Kulmus

This book assembles almost 50 papers from the 7" Triennial European Research
Conference of the European Society for Research on the Education of Adults (ESREA),
which was held from the 4™ to the 7" of September 2013 at Humboldt-University in Berlin.
The title of the conference was “Changing Configurations of Adult Education in Transitional
Times”. Many authors within this volume refer to this title and the thematic outline within the
call for papers. Furthermore, conferences are also a general “seismograph” that show the
issues currently dealt with in a research community and also the terms that are employed
frequently at one specific point of time. When performing a simple, quantitative tag count with
all the papers within this volume, the resulting image is the following:

Graph: The 50 most frequently used words within the papers of ESREA 2013 in Berlin
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It becomes apparent that “adult learning” is almost as frequently used as “adult education” by
the scientific community. The “research” focus of the conference is obvious and that
“universities” play a pivotal role within adult education research. Other descriptive terms of
adult education like “personal”’, “practice”, “process”, “professional”’, “change”, “individual”,
“group”, “community” or “activities” are also often displayed. A third layer demonstrates other
important terms and concepts for adult education as a scientific field like “reflection”,
“transformative”, “situation”, “context’, “responsibility”, “institutions”, “organizations”, “people”
or “perspective”. Of course, such a quantitative tag count offers only a first vague glimpse of
the papers’ content. We invite the readers to become more familiar with the authors’ views
and arguments when reading the papers and understanding how they use and deal with
these terms and concepts.
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We have been thinking and even struggling a lot how to assemble the papers within this
anthology. One option would have been to assemble them just by alphabetical order of the
authors. A second option would have been to arrange them along the chronological order of
presentation within the conference. A third option would have been to use the headings of the
workshops in which the papers were presented. We cannot present here the many pros and
cons of each option and our intensive discussion on it. Finally, we decided to use the
following content-oriented typology to sort the papers:

1. Learning of adults

2. Knowledge and competences
3. Professional action

4. Instituionalization

5. System and policies

This typology' was developed within the German adult education research community in the
year 2000. The objective was on the one hand to systematize existing research on adult
education and on the other hand to identify further need for research. The typology has
widely been used and referred to and has contributed to structure the field of research in
adult education in Germany.

Other content-oriented typologies could also have been used.? We decided for this rather
condensed typology. Nonetheless, a number of papers were disputed when sorting and could
still be moved from one section to another with well-founded reasons. Overall, we hope that
this content-based typology helps our readers to navigate within this relatively large volume.
Even when considering that in this book only approximately one third of all papers is
represented, it gives a good impression of the intellectual and cultural diversity and richness
of ESREA.

We want to say thank you to all contributors and we wish you an inspiring reading of the
book.

' Arnold, Rolf et al: Forschungsmemorandum fur die Erwachsenen- und Weiterbildung. Frankfurt/Main
2000 and Ludwig, Joachim & Baldauf-Bergmann: Profilbildungsprobleme in der
Erwachsenenbildungsforschung. In: REPORT — Zeitschrift fir Weiterbildungsforschung 33 (2010) 1,
pp 65-76.

2 For example, Huey B. Long analysed conference proceedings of AERC by using these categories:
adult learning, program planning & administration, institutional sponsor, adult education as field,
instructional methods, philosophical, program area, personnel & staff, international perspective. In:
Huey, Long B.: Characteristics of Adult Education Research reported at the Adult Education
Research Conference 1971-1980. Adult Education Quarterly 33 (1983), pp 79-96.



TRANSITIONS AROUND AND WITHIN ESREA

Henning Salling Olesen (Chair of ESREA)

ESREA's triennial conference in Berlin in September 2013 was its 7" “big conference” since
its foundation a bit more than 20 years ago. The term big refers to the fact that in all these
years smaller conferences and meetings of thematic research networks have been regarded
the main form of activity. But every three years many of us meet in these “big conferences”,
and they have actually more and more been able to live up to their mission of bringing many
researchers together across specialties, research traditions and home countries. The Berlin
conference appears to be one of the strongest conferences until now.

At the same time ESREA's membership has been steadily increasing in the last few years,
there are now 12 active research network, and there is a high level of activity — and as far as
| have the chance to follow it: activity on a high level of quality as well as a high level of
engagement.

ESREA and the connected research area it organizes is also in a fragile transitional situation.
From the beginning the mission of ESREA was to create a space for professionalizing
research in its own right — a need which was felt very much in the process where
international relations were developing in general, and within our field, particularly driven by a
policy of connecting practitioners across Europe. ESREA's first generations were mostly
people who have their roots in some of the traditional organisations and cultures of adult
education:  Citizenship, popular education, social and political NGOs, access course
provision. In so far as we needed to be ourselves, to have space for developing the
theoretical and methodological dimensions of research it was for almost all rooted in a life
history of adult education practice.

In the meantime adult learning has experienced an immense growth in volume and not least
in forms of provision and participation. From being a cultural and relatively “free” space it has
become the focus of political and economic interest, resources are big but also the fight
about the souls - literally. Economic rationales of competence development and
competitiveness are inferred on adults’ learning as a lifelong duty instead of a social right.

This has of course transformed the research area: The topics are new, the contexts and
learning arenas are many and different, and the politics of the field has to be re-
conceptualized. It is not evident that those orientations that we brought personally from the
old traditional adult education practice apply to this situation. And unlike the first generations
of ESREA members it is also not a truism that researchers do have such a background for
their engagement. So if some might have had a nice organic image of a discipline growing up
around a field of practice, may be accompanied by the establishing of a proper profession of
adult educators it is now obvious that this image does not cover the situation — and may be it
is not even a suitable inspiration.

There is a lot of work to be done spelling out themes, approaches and frames of reference
for research in adult learning. At the same time many influences from many research areas
of social and human science have been adopted and applied within adult education research
- and the flow keeps coming with new people with new backgrounds. Not all have been
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equally well digested. But there is a potentially very rich development in these cross
fertilizations.

In the organisation of ESREA we have addressed these challenges in particularly two ways:

By prioritizing the participation of young researchers in ESREA activities - by inviting,
encouraging, and by providing bursaries for participation in network meetings, by awarding a
prize for best papers from PhD-students (see contributions Bengtsson, Theriault, Turunen,
Galimberti) and not least by organizing pre-conferences and other specific events for PhD-
students — this has been the case both by this triennial conference and the previous one in
2010 in Linkoping. This formal and informal effort to involve young scholars in a definition
process will go on.

The other one is by prioritizing a publication activity which helps to shape a “community
public sphere. The largest new step has been the foundation of RELA which was launched
as an independent academic journal in the autumn 2010. To make a journal is a huge task,
but it seems we are beyond the risk of cradle death — the journal has a steady flow of
submissions, it is becoming indexed and cited, and not least is the number of visitors online
quite high. The publication of books based in ESREA activities continues and is supported
financially by ESREA, and lately a new contract with Sense publishers enables the
publication of books in the form of papers and e-books at the same time.

There is one more challenge that has arrived during ESREAs lifetime: The globalization of
social and cultural exchange. Mostly this is a blessing. But it also leads to a more mono-
linguistic academic world. ESREA has always had a mission of covering the multiplicity of
European culture, and we have always faced severe language barriers. The language
barriers have not become higher, rather the opposite, more and more (young) academics are
more or less able to work in lingua Franca English (the English which belongs to nobody or
to all of us). But paradoxically this can also lead to neglecting and forgetting the thinking and
knowledge traditions established in all the other languages — and not least, of course, the
other big languages. This is not the evil deed of any one, it is a self-reinforcing centripetal
dynamic which goes into reading, publishing, referencing etc — as already pointed out by
Staffan Larsson in the very first issue of RELA
(http://www.rela.ep.liu.se/article.asp?doi=10.3384/rela.2000-7426.rela0010).

For this reason | was particularly happy that this triennial conference could take place in
Berlin. Not only because of the many fascinating aspects of Berlin as a city and as a
historical site in European history, but also because it gives us the hope for increased
German participation in ESREA in the future, bringing stronger in the richness of German
thinking and research. The language issue will be handled as good as can be — but | think it
is one of the major intellectual challenges of our time to secure that the globalization is not
becoming a story of forgetting, but one of recognition of difference and learning from each
other.

10


http://www.rela.ep.liu.se/article.asp?doi=10.3384/rela.2000-7426.rela0010

WELCOME ADDRESS AT THE ESREA TRIENNIAL RESEARCH CONFERENCE
2013 IN BERLIN

Bernd Képplinger (head of the local organizing committee)

“Berlin ist nicht, Berlin wird immer nur”
“Berlin is not, Berlin will ever only be in becoming”

You can discover the true meaning of this quote by the philosopher and twice emigrant Ernst
Bloch when walking and driving around this city. Even when going out of this building you
can see its present relevance when looking at the different construction sites. Not to forget
our infamous unfinished new airport...

An ongoing coming of age seems to be also a characteristic feature of adult education. In the
sense of the goal to research and to support the learning from early adulthood until old age.
Or - as they say in the Anglophone world - “from cradle to grave”. But beyond this lifelong
perspective also in the sense that adult education itself is still under construction and even
sometimes under deconstruction and severe financial constraints. This is especially valid
when considering the present crisis. The prominence of lifelong learning on political and
economical agendas has not led to a secure institutionalization of adult education in many
respects. The challenges have been even increased since much more actors and
researchers are interested in the learning of adults than some decades earlier on. Some
economists research what are the returns (and non-returns) of adults’ learning. Some
psychologists research how to measure competencies. Some neuro-scientists research how
learning happens in the brain. Is adult education perhaps lost in the transition to lifelong
learning (see forthcoming keynote Katarina Popovic)? What are the very own contributions of
adult education to the increasing interest in the learning of adults?

Can adult education still support present-day movements, which we can observe presently in
so many parts of the world (see forthcoming keynote Peter Mayo)? Can adult education raise
awareness for people to become emancipated citizens, students, workers; and what are the
contradictory effects? (see forthcoming keynote by Danny Wildemeersch) What are the
enabling and limiting meanings of experience (as Wiltrud Gieseke outlined in her inaugural
lecture at Humboldt-University)? Learning takes of course continuously place when working,
when travelling, when living - even without educators and guides. But it is a far too simple
assumption to think that lifelong learning could be fostered just by informal learning. This
would even increase the gap between well-educated people in jobs with many learning
opportunities and people with less favorable possibilities and resources.

Adult education has one core element. This humanistic and democratic core element is the
learning individual in her or his own respect and in her or his diverse personal and societal
context. Learning out of the perspective of the learner, which can also mean to resist against
the seemingly obligation to learn. Fields of learning can be vocational training, cultural
education or health education - just to mention some relevant fields. Much more fields have
to be added of course. We want to support people to cope with their present situation. By
teaching, by programme planning and by guidance. Thus, adult education is often at first
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sight not very exciting or prestigious, but it is dealing with the different daily problems of
people at work, at home or within their communities. It is connected to democratic values.

And adult education should additionally also go beyond the present situations. To discover
wider horizons beyond the milieus, the cultures, the nations in which we were born into. To
take a second or third chance for learning. To break out of boring daily routines at work or at
home. To discover the transformational and emancipatory potential of knowledge for
learners. This variety and diversity makes adult education exciting once you've got into it.
The programme of this triennial ESREA research conference with more than 130 papers
from 33 countries gives a vivid impression of the wide range of themes, of target groups, of
methods and of approaches used in adult education and the research on it. 'm happy that
we have such a broad range of participating countries. And even though the triennial ESREA
is an European research conference, I'm happy that so many people from oversee are
participating. Although we can also see that globalisation does not mean that all parts of the
world are participating on equal terms.

| would like to thank very much the ESREA steering committee to give this conference to
Humboldt-University. | would like to thank my university and my department for providing the
infrastructure needed for this conference mostly free of extra costs. And | would like to thank
my team (foremost Erik Haberzeth, Claudia Kulmus, Nina Lichte and Annika Gruhlke) for
organizing this conference.

Ernst Bloch’s most famous book was THE PRINCIPLE OF HOPE, in which he re-configured
different existing thoughts in new ways. | hope adult education is still moving and it has also
in future an important share to contribute to researching and supporting lifelong learning. In a
genuine own way and not only imitating other research disciplines. But being part of
movements is not enough from my point of view. We have to be visible and we need
continuously institutions, programmes and professionals which are experts in supporting the
different forms of the learning of adults. Especially in times of crises! | am very hopeful at
least when looking at your stimulating contributions. Thank you for contributing to this
conference so many interesting papers - and soon contributing interesting presentations!

| wish us an intellectually and emotionally stimulating conference!
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NON-TRADITIONAL ADULT STUDENTS IN HIGHER EDUCATION: THE
DEVELOPMENT OF PLURILINGUAL REPERTOIRES

Ambrésio, Susana

UINFOC | Integrated Unit for Continuing Education

CIDTFF | Research Centre Didactics and Technology in Education of Trainers
University of Aveiro

Portugal

Araujo e Sa, Maria Helena

CIDTFF | Research Centre Didactics and Technology in Education of Trainers
University of Aveiro

Portugal

Simoes, Ana Raquel

CIDTFF | Research Centre Didactics and Technology in Education of Trainers
University of Aveiro

Portugal

INTRODUCTION

The study presented herein is part of a more comprehensive project which is being carried
out at the University of Aveiro called ‘Plurilingual repertoires in a lifelong learning process: a
case study with the non-traditional adult students in the University of Aveiro’".

The aim of this study is, on one hand, to understand the representations of non-traditional
adult students (NTAS) regarding the benefits of lifelong learning (LLL) through language
learning, emphasising the importance of developing their plurilingual repertoire. On the other
hand, the study intends to understand NTAS’ perceptions of how Higher Education (HE)
contributes (or can contribute) to the development of their plurilingual repertories.

In order to achieve these goals, the data obtained from an online questionnaire filled in by
195 NTAS (40.2%, N=485) were analysed. This analysis allowed us to characterize a sample
of NTAS and know their representations of LLL, particularly language learning, and their
perspective on how attending HE contributes to their LLL process.

In the first part of the paper, the theoretical framework which supports the study is presented,
specifically the benefits of LLL (Section 1). Then, the pivotal role played by HE in supporting
LLL and NTAS in the Portuguese context are presented in Section 2. And, finally, the
plurilingual repertoires as indexical biographies are presented in Section 3. In the second
part of this paper, the empirical study is presented and discussed (Section 4).

Another purpose of this study is to emphasize the development of plurilingual repertoires as
a continuum process in the lives of individuals, especially as NTAS. We also intend to
highlight the importance of NTAS’ representations regarding LLL, and how NTAS perceive

! Study funded by the Foundation for Science and Technology as part of the PhD project of Susana
Ambrésio (SFRH / BD /47533 / 2008) under the scientific direction of Maria Helena Araujo e Sa and
Ana Raquel Simdes, currently being developed at CIDTFF - Research Centre ‘Didactics and
Technology in Education of Trainers’/ http://www.ua.pt/cidtff
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HE as an opportunity to develop their plurilingual repertoires, stressing the pivotal role played
by HE in supporting LLL.

1. LIFELONG LEARNING: A NEW SOCIAL NORM OR REAL BENEFITS IN REAL LIFE?

Since 1996 - the European Year of Lifelong Learning - several official documents, studies
and research have been released. They focus on European LLL strategies which underline
the importance and the urgency to engage all European citizens in LLL activities. Although
the discussion concerning those strategies or even the actual reason behind European LLL
policies are not the aim of this study, it is clear that these policies turned LLL into a widely
used expression in our days. Therefore, societies gradually accepted LLL as one of their
norms, meaning that there had been a significantly increased offer of adult education.
Nonetheless, the number of individuals participating in adult education activities appears to
be far from ideal.

After all these years, questions remain: is LLL really important to individuals? Are there real
benefits of LLL according to the individuals’ perceptions? At what level? In order to answer
these questions, individuals must be heard.

Moreover, individuals and their perceptions should be considered when defining LLL, instead
of what the labour and economic markets may gain from education. In 1996, Longworth and
Davies defined LLL as

the development of human potential through a continuously supportive process which
stimulates and empowers individuals to acquire all the knowledge, values, skills and
understanding they will require throughout their lifetimes and to apply them with
confidence, creativity and enjoyment in all routes, circumstances, and environments.

(p.22).

This definition of LLL remains valid after seven years. It stresses that all individuals can
develop their potential through a shared process. Longworth and Davies’ definition also says
that individuals have (or could have if properly stimulated) their own opinions regarding their
needs and wills during their lives in what education is concerned. Furthermore, this definition
of LLL is not linked to a specific context and/or to words representing specifics goals for LLL,
like labour market, employability or demands of social and economic changes (e.g. European
Commission, 2000: Memorandum on Lifelong Learning). Instead, LLL is associated with ‘all
routes, circumstances, and environments.” which represents all the contexts — personal,
professional and educational — of the individuals’ lives, in which LLL may bring benefits.
According to Manninen (2010), the benefits of the learning process include

i. the development of skills and competences, such as practical and, internationalisation
skills (including the knowledge of foreign languages), ICT skills, general
knowledge, self-expression and creativity;

ii. direct benefits, such as the joy of learning, updating skills, new networks and job
hunting and

iii. further benefits, such as mental and physical well-being, quality of life, well-being in
the workplace, and participation in the community. Manninen (2010) also linked
additional benefits to the learning process such as self-confidence, wider social
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circles and professional networks, motivation, learning skills, sharing expertise
and motivating others to learn.

Learning also appears to have a positive influence on societal cohesion and active
citizenship, since they promote trust, tolerance, civic co-operation (Feinstein, Budge,
Vorhaus & Duckworth, 2008; OCDE, 2007; Preston, 2004).

According to another study, the psycho-social qualities, such as self-esteem, self-efficacy,
sense of identity and purpose may function as mediators between learning and health, since
learning may promote psycho-social qualities which appear to improve well-being, mental
health and the ability to manage change and adversity (Hammond, 2004). The European
project BELL - Benefits of Lifelong Learning, which had its inception in 2011, highlights the
benefits of participating in continuous education in three levels:

i. individual's personal aspects which are key to learning: locus of control and self-
efficacy/self-confidence;

ii. personal environment with a complex and ever-changing society - tolerance, sense of
purpose in life, civic competences, shifts/changes in educational experience,
mental well-being and

iii. change in social domains that can be observed in: civic and social engagement,
work-related benefits/employability, family, physical health/health behaviour, social
networks, trust in others and in decision-makers (Kil, Motschilnig &Thone-Geyer,
2012). According to the data, adult education observes and develops the
prerequisites for learning. Also, adult education allows people to participate and
become involved in a democratic society, and it promotes social inclusion (idem,
ibidem).

According to the 2003 Eurobarometer survey (18 227 interviews in 15 countries; average
number of interviewees per country: 1000), individuals consider LLL a key part of their lives,
since nine out of ten Europeans consider lifelong learning important, mainly due to social and
economic reasons, such as employability, personal development, active citizenship and
social cohesion (CEDEFOP, 2003). Regarding the knowledge and the skills individuals think
they need, traditional basic skills (reading/writing, arithmetic and general knowledge) are the
top ‘very useful’ skills. Over 90% think these are very useful both at a personal and
professional levels.

Regarding the development of their plurilingual repertoires, individuals stated that they have
contact with foreign languages in different contexts, such as on a personal (44%) and
professional level (60%). However, individuals underline the importance of contacting with
foreign languages on a professional level; in another words, a greater development of their
plurilingual repertoire, especially for communicating with people from different countries and
to manage human resources.

With regard to the contexts in which individuals develop plurilingual repertoires, the majority
of the individuals consider informal settings as the best learning context, although they also
mentioned the use of local libraries/learning resource centres (31.6%), and school, college or
university (16.8%).
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This survey also shows that individuals highlight the personal and social benefit of learning,
since 81% report having gained at least one personal or social benefit from learning, and
54% at least one work-related benefit. 37% of individuals stated only personal or social
benefits against the 10% who mentioned work-related advantages only. 1% of interviewees
think they have hardly benefited at all. The five most popular benefits for these individuals
are:

i. improved work efficiency;

ii. personal satisfaction;

iii. general knowledge;

iv. new acquaintances and v. certification (CEDEFOP, 2003).

These studies and data, similar to the study presented herein, focus on the benefits of
learning (improved self-confidence and greater self-awareness) and on the social benefits of
learning (social cohesion, efficient networks, improved public health and an increased civic
participation), rather than financial benefits and the development of personal capital (e.g.
CEDEFOP, 2013).

Returning to the key questioned of this first section —‘Lifelong learning: a new social norm or
real benefits in real life? - it is clear that there are real benefits in real life, since LLL seems to
strengthen the development of key skills and resources, and therefore plurilingual
repertoires. LLL also encourages social cohesion and provides the possibility of involvement
in the community.

It is evident that adult learners and adult education/continuing education have particular
importance in the continuum of LLL. Higher Education (HE) institutions play a key role in this
continuum as we will discuss in the following section.

2. THE ROLE OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN LIFELONG LEARNING

We have witnessed many great changes in HE and increasing awareness regarding new
challenges and demands since the signing of the Declaration of Bologna in 1999. In view of
the Bologna reports, there is a clear intention for promoting Lifelong Learning, as a
cornerstone of the HE European Area and one of the main vectors in HE reconfiguration
(EUA, 2008; Prague Communiqué, 2001). It is understood, therefore, that ‘In the lifelong
learning scenario, a university would need to reassess completely its objectives and
priorities, particularly its entry requirements, its method of working and its assessment and
qualifications structures.” (Longworth & Davies, 1996, p.15). HE can also contribute to
personal development and to the improvement of family and community life (Archer,
Hutchings, & Ross, 2003; Fragoso, 2008).

In this sense, universities should respond to new lifelong educational and training needs,
clearly appealing to its social responsibility. Thus, the mission of HE institutions should entail
the promotion of LLL, namely language learning, since they are asked to contribute to ‘the
European integration and the necessity of maintaining linguistic and cultural diversity in
Europe’ (European Language Council, 2001: 3) by becoming multilingual spaces, promoting
plurilingualism as a value and a competence (Beacco & Byram, 2007; Pinto, 2012).

17



In this sense, ‘the challenge of lifelong learning for universities is to view lifelong learning as
an opportunity to expand their activities in all fields and to understand, and respond positively
to, the very different needs of their new customers (Longworth & Davies, 1996, p. 15). This
means that HE institutions should be accessible to all (Bergen Communiqué, 2005), create
more flexible learning pathways, and recognize previously acquired learning, either in formal
or informal contexts (Leuven Communiqué, 2009; London Communiqué, 2007). Thus, HE
institutions should be prepared for new demands and challenges, such as receiving new
pupils with different features from their traditional students, namely NTAS, and be able to
contribute to the development of their plurilingual repertoire (Beacco, 2009; Pinto & Araujo e
S4a, 2013).

2.1 NON-TRADITIONAL ADULT STUDENTS

Since the presence of NTAS in HE is an ever-increasing reality in European universities,
various authors and studies have focused on these students, thus providing us with an
international perspective (Field, Merrill, & West, 2012; Johnson & Merrill, 2004; Lynch,
Chickering, & Schlossberg, 1989; RANLHE, 2011), and subsequently a national one2
(Amorim, Azevedo, & Coimbra, 2010, 2011; Batista, 2009; Correia & Mesquita, 2006;
Gongalves et al., 2011; ). Both perspectives emphasise the characteristics which these NTAS
have in common: Adult students are considered non-traditional due to several factors
influencing their participation in the educational process. Since they play multiple roles and
have several responsibilities, their role as students is very often cast aside. According to
various authors, adult students are mainly defined by:

i. age — the majority of the students range from 18 to 21 years old, whereas adult
students are over 23/25 years of age;

ii. attending formal education — adult students were outside formal education for a while
and have no university experience, and are usually the first family generation to
go to university;

iii. professional experience — adult students have greater work experience than
traditional students (with little or none), and are usually working class, either
working full or part-time;

iv. their attitude as students — adult students are more concerned with the application of
knowledge; they are more determined and committed, since attending HE is
motivated by the desire of pursuing a career or update knowledge for professional
progression (Correia & Mesquita, 2006; Johnson & Merrill, 2004; Lynch,
Chickering, & Schlossberg, 1989).

In 2006, Portuguese special HE access and admission criteria were created for candidates
over 23 years old who do not have qualifications traditionally required for accessing that level

2 Currently, the research project "Non-traditional students in Higher Education: research to steer
institutional change” (PTDC/IVC-PEC/4886/2012), funded by the Foundation for Science and
Technology, is being carried out by the Universities of Algarve and Aveiro, Portugal. This research
project focuses on non-traditional students in both universities and its outmost important aim is to
foster institutional change in several dimensions, underlining the important role of HE in promoting
social development. The research project, which will analyse the transitions lived by Non-traditional
students, is organized in four research lines: i. students over 23; ii. students with special educational
needs; iii. students from African countries of Portuguese official language and iv. students from
Technological Specialization Programme.
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of education. However, NTAS possess the knowledge and the necessary competences
acquired during their personal, professional and social pathways and contexts, allowing them
to assess their eligibility to attend university (Law-Decree No. 64 of 2006) based in their LLL
process.

It is in this LLL process that NTAS lived plurilingual experiences in different contexts and
therefore have different degrees of interaction with languages. These plurilingual experiences
are embodied in their plurilingual repertoires (Blommaert & Backus, 2012) mirroring the
diverse interactions individuals have with languages throughout life in various contexts.
Therefore, enrolling in HE may be perceived as another plurilingual experience which
contributes (or could contribute) to the development of individuals’ plurilingual repertoire.

3. PLURILINGUAL REPERTOIRE DEVELOPMENT: A LIFELONG LEARNING PROCESS

As stated above, it is within their pathways that NTAS have more or fewer plurilingual
experiences as a result of their LLL process, complying with the idea that ‘it is impossible to
predict the practical and personal communicative needs people may have after leaving
education and training.” (Mackiewiczv, 1998, p. 4). This plural language learning process is
embodied in the plurilingual repertoire, which is developed in a continuum process that
occurs throughout life in a variety of contexts and through the contact with several people,
continuously remodeled according to a variety of circumstances (Andrade et al., 2003;
Beacco, 2008; Coste, Moore, & Zarate, 2009; Vigner, 2008)

The plurilingual repertoire is influenced by the plurality and unpredictability of an individual’s
pathway (Blommaert & Backus, 2012), acquiring new elements which transform or complete
pre-existing ones from various contexts, in view of the necessary adaptations to professional,
geographical or family displacements, but also to the personal evolution of interests
(Blommaert & Rampton, 2011; Lidi, 2004). In this sense, plurilingual repertoires are seen as
‘truncated repertoires’ since ‘no one knows all of a language’ (Blommaert, 2010, p. 103).
They are based on the principle whereby each one is able to learn languages according to
the emerging needs throughout life, either due to personal/affective, professional or cultural
reasons, or simply because it is the individual's wish, resisting the hegemony of a single
language (Beacco, 2008; Semal-Lebleu, 2006). Developing a plurilingual repertoire is a very
personal process since different individuals have different experiences and interactions with
language, meaning that ‘language learning is actually a process that each individual
perceives and processes in different ways’ (Franceschini, 2005, p. 121). Thus, plurilingual
repertoire is the result of biographically organized complex resources which reflect the
rhythms of the individuals’ lives (Blommaert & Backus, 2012), closely linked to life history and
biographical trajectories (Thamin & Simon, 2010). Plurilingual repertoire, therefore, are
understood as ‘indexical biographies’ (Blommaert & Backus, 2012) since they embody the
plural linguistic and cultural experiences lived by individuals, which manage several
languages on a personal, educative or professional contexts (Castellotti & Moore, 2006;
Thamin & Simon, 2010). In this sense, the development of the plurilingual repertoire, shaped
by plural contacts and interactions with languages, is perceived as an important LLL process
whereby communicating in foreign languages is one of the key competences for lifelong
learning (European Commission, 2007).
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These plural contacts and interactions occur, as mentioned above, in different degrees and
contexts. One of these contexts is HE, which plays a major role in the development of
plurilingual repertoires. It allows individuals to contact with foreign languages, whether
through foreign students, literature or specific software. In this sense, ‘Les universités ont
surtout la responsabilité de continuer le développement des compétences linguistiques de
tous les étudiants’ (Beacco, 2009, p. 9). This happens in different degrees since HE
institutions can offer individuals plural contacts and interactions with languages which can
contribute to the development of NTAS plurilingual repertoires.

4. THE STUDY: RESULTS PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION

As stated above, this study aims to understand NTAS’ representations regarding
i. LLL benéefits in different domains of life;
ii. importance of the development of plurilingual repertoire and
iii. how HE contributes (or can contribute) to the development of NTAS'’ plurilingual
repertories.

The main methodological design has two phases: the first refers to the questionnaire, and
the second is related to biographical interviews. In this paper, phase one is considered.

An online questionnaire was designed to be filled in by all the NTAS attending the University
of Aveiro between the academic years of 2006/2007 and 2010/2011. Before sending the
questionnaire, it was undertaken a pre-test with seven other NTAS who were not included in
the study, which required adjustments and changes to the structure of the questionnaire.

The final version comprised a total of 18 questions, some included sub-items, but the
majority were closed questions. It was divided into three parts:

iv. General characterization (age, gender, nationality, qualifications, current job, and
course attended);

v. Lifelong Learning (mother tongue; foreign languages learned in formal and informal
contexts and duration, proficiency level (now and then), foreign languages learned
at the moment or to be learned in the future and motive, contact with foreign
languages and in which contexts, importance of lifelong language learning, how
many and which languages are considered important and why, representations of
the importance of some languages in comparison with others and why, and the
role of languages in society);

vi. Higher Education degree and languages (the importance of foreign languages in HE,
foreign languages and their importance in the syllabus, influence of foreign
language proficiency on academic success in HE).

It is important to emphasize that the second and third parts of the questionnaire refer to
NTAS language biographies, which provide an initial approach to their plurilingual
repertoires.

According to the UA Integrated Unit for Continued Education there were 485 NTAS with an
active status attending several degrees at the UA during the aforementioned academic
years. The questionnaire was sent by email to 485 NTAS, and 195 NTAS (40.2% of the total
number) filled it in. This number is probably due to the fact that a large number of NTAS do
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not use the UA institutional email and prefer their personal emails, or to their reluctance to
participate in the study since it covers personal issues.

Therefore, from the initial 485 NTAS, the number decreased to 195 after the questionnaire
application, which then became the sample of this study. Data collected were analysed
through use of the software SPSS - Statistical Package for the Social Sciences, version 18.

The sample is comprised mostly of men (52.8%), with individuals aged between 23 and 66
years old, although most men were between 26 and 40 (69.8%). The majority is Portuguese,
except for two Brazilian students. With regards to attendance, the three courses with more
NTAS are Public Administration (n = 18), Languages and Business Relations (n = 16) and
Technology of Information (n = 14). Most individuals were attending the first year (42.1%).

4.1 NTAS’ REPRESENTATIONS REGARDING LIFELONG LEARNING BENEFITS IN
DIFFERENT DOMAINS OF LIFE

One of the questions was about the NTAS’ representations of the benefits of LLL in different
domains of life, namely in promoting citizenship, equal opportunities and social cohesion,
improving quality of life and developing self-esteem and empowerment. LLL can also
contribute to professional development, that is to say in the acquisition of new competences,
developing pre-acquired competences and adaptation skills, career progression, increasing
employment rates and encouraging re-training. NTAS were asked to give their opinions
regarding the benefits of LLL, choosing from ‘Strongly Disagree’ to ‘Strongly Agree’ (see
Figure 1).

Figure 1. Lifelong Learning benefits in different domains of life
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As shown in Figure 1, the main benefits of LLL identified by NTAS were: acquiring new skills
(n =192, 98.5%), improving pre-acquired skills (n = 190, 97.4 %), and developing adaptation
skills (n = 188, 96.4%). The results suggest that NTAS associate more LLL to professional
benefits and less to personal development, thus revealing a more instrumental perspective of
LLL.
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4.2 THE IMPORTANCE OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PLURILINGUAL REPERTOIRE

NTAS were also asked if they considered language learning important, with three possible
answers: ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘no opinion’. The great majority of NTAS answered ‘yes’ (n = 184,
94.4%). Subsequently, they were asked to justify their answers, and five categories of
analysis based on these answers were created. The categories focused on the importance of
language learning concerning:

i. professional needs;

ii. personal development;

iii. globalisation;

iv. cultural enrichment, and v. opportunities for improving communication. 5.2% of NTAS
have no opinion (n = 10), and one NTAS does not think it is important to learn
languages throughout life (0.5%), although without explaining why.

The five categories are presented below (Table 1), with the number of occurrences in the
justifications given by NTAS, and examples of answer:

Table 1. Language Learning importance

Categories  Number of Examples
occurrences

"These days we have to be versatile and know a bit of everything
so that we can easily adjust to any opportunity that arises.”
Professional 61 NTAS25; “(...), [speaking about foreign languages] it translates
reasons into added-value in terms of work skills." NTAS142; "In order to
work in a multinational company, it is crucial to know how to
communicate clearly." NTAS145.

"Because it enriches us! And it makes me feel good!"
NTAS14; "Because learning is good and because it is an

::\r/SeT:SLent 59 added-value to ourselves” NTAS108; "Learning languages
enables a major "openness” to life and to the world (...)."
NTAS183.

“In a global world, speaking several languages can make a
difference between winning and losing." NTAS17; "Mainly
Globalization 35 because it's our "business card" in the interaction as a
global citizen" NTAS25; "It is essential to communicate in
several languages due to globalization" NTAS26.
"It allow us to access new cultures, and the learning itself
improves our ability to better understand the contact with
people of other nationalities who speak foreign languages.”
26 NTAS6; "To better understand different cultures, thus
making us more tolerant and less ignorant.” NTAS185;
"Knowing other languages enables us to get to know new
cultures and opens new horizons, always" NTAS194.
Because it's very important to be able to communicate.
Communication is essential in life, it is what allows us to be
social as human beings, it is something that brings us

Cultural
enrichment

Opportunities

i%::‘"rs;?“i'_e 25 together." NTAS97;"In an open borderless Europe, it
cation becomes increasingly necessary to speak other languages

in order to communicate effectively with people from other
countries, other languages and other cultures." NTAS136.
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As stated above, the great majority of individuals believes that language learning is important
[94.4% (n = 184)], mainly due to professional needs, personal development and
globalization. It appears that language learning, as part of the individuals’ lifelong learning
process, is seen, as LLL in general, as an important professional quality. NTAS consider that
language learning is also important for their cultural and communicational background, which
departs from a more instrumental view of LLL.

From this perspective of language learning, 68.2% of NTAS (n = 133) stated that they want to
learn languages and/or improve their language skills in the future for professional reasons,
personal interest in learning new languages and cultures, globalisation, and requirements set
by HE. These results emphasise the importance of language learning, an unavoidable part of
LLL.

4.3 REPRESENTATIONS REGARDING THE MAIN CONTRIBUTIONS OF HE IN THE
DEVELOPMENT OF THE PLURILINGUAL REPERTOIRE

When asked if HE contributes to the development of plurilingual repertoires, 71.8% of NTAS
(n = 140) answered affirmatively, regardless of their language skills. NTAS were asked, in an
open question, to specify in which situations had they contacted with languages in HE, in
other words, in which situations had HE contributed to the development of their plurilingual
repertoires. The following categories were created to analyse the answers and identify the
situations in which individuals contacted with foreign languages:

i. researching bibliography;

ii. communicating with teachers and foreign students;

iii. academic writing

iv. researching on the internet and using specific software. The four categories of
analysis created according to the answers given by NTAS and the number of
occurrences in the answers given by NTAS (see Table 2) are as follows:
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Table 2. Contributions of HE

Categories Number  of Examples
occurrences

"(...) Scientific communication... and most manuals are in
English." NTASS8; “Reading textbooks and scientific papers in
English (...)." NTAS23; "Because it makes me think
(positively) about research, and search for good bibliography
Bibliographical in the correct language (standard language)." NTAS29; "(...)
research Some assignments, technical books or other documents, and
research methods may be in languages other than our
mother tongue and we need translate in order to understand
its content; this improves our language skills, it develops
them." NTAS81.
"(...) Contacting with teachers and students of other

Communicating nationalities (...)."NTAS20; "(...) Teachers use it [English] (...)
with teachers 17 in most of the classes." NTAS59; "To meet Erasmus people if
and foreign we want to communicate we need to understand each other."
students NTAS91; "Communicating with foreign students" NTAS154.

"The fact that we are constantly writing assignments, it
forces us to somehow develop our language skills, both
written and spoken." NTAS4; "Because we go to several

Academic writing 8 conferences with foreign teachers, and we have a lot of
foreign bibliography." NTAS188; "In the research field we deal
with, information is usually found in a variety of languages,
which we need to understand." NTAS99.

Researching on "(...) although the degree does not include language courses
the Internet and in the curricula, [HE] we work with English software, we do
using specific 5 internet research as well in computer programming.”
software NTAS114.

The great majority of NTAS mentioned bibliography research as one of the greatest
contributions of HE to the development of their plurilingual repertoire, followed by the contact
with teachers and foreign students, many of them participating in the Erasmus program. The
results show that, according to NTAS, HE contributes to the development of plurilingual
repertoires, which presents HE as another stage in their LLL process.

4.4 RESULT SYNTHESIS

LLL is viewed by the great majority of NTAS from a very positive perspective. They
highlighted its benefits in the acquisition of new skills (n = 192), the improvement of pre-
acquired skills (n = 190), the promotion of adaptation skills (n = 188), the development of
self-esteem, and a greater sense of responsibility for their own life (n = 175). Also, the
majority of NTAS (n = 184) believe it is important to learn languages, particularly due to
business reasons (n = 61), personal development (n = 59) and globalization (n = 35),
assuming that language learning is a dynamic process influenced by their lives and
experiences. According to 140 NTAS (71.8%) HE contributes to the development of their
plurilingual repertoire, via the contacts and interactions with foreign languages, mainly
literature in foreign languages (n = 80), especially English.
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FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Given that the development of plurilingual repertoires is an activity for life, developed and
remodelled in accordance with the circumstances of life and shaped by the plurality and
unpredictability of the individuals’ pathways (Andrade et al., 2003; Beacco & Byram, 2007;
Mackiewiczv, 1998), it is important to understand how individuals, namely NTAS, perceive
LLL, particularly the development of plurilingual repertoires. Understanding language learning
as a life process, echoed in the personal and social trajectories of individuals (Coste et al.,
2009; Semal-Lebleu, 2006), highlights the importance of understanding how plurilingual
repertoires develop.

According to this study, NTAS recognize the importance of LLL and the role of HE in the
development of their plurilingual repertoires. However, we should also question whether HE
institutions themselves are creating multilingual spaces which can truly contribute to the
development of the plurilingual repertoires of NTAS or, instead, they are promoting mostly
one language, in this case English.

Since HE institutions are privileged spaces for constructing knowledge and think LLL as a
cornerstone, it is vital to encourage them to promote plurilingualism, as a value and a
competence. In view of this, it is also important to ascertain whether HE institutions are
effectively considering this new reality as a challenge or designing coherent and systematic
strategies which support the diversity brought by new pupils, such as NTAS.

In this sense, this study aims to contribute to the field of adult education, namely NTAS.
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VOICE, INTERACTION AND TRANSFORMATION: IDENTIFYING
TRANSFORMATION IN THE DIVERSE MEANINGS AND CONTEXTS OF THE
LANGUAGE OF BIOGRAPHICAL LEARNING INTERVIEWS

Evans, Rob
Otto-von-Guericke-University Magdeburg
Germany

The qualitative research interview engages with individual and group experience of social
reality and observes, questions and records the testimony of the actors themselves in sites of
social interaction chosen for the collection of data and its subsequent analysis. The
relationship between social actors who are involved in processes of transition and
transformation in very different social, professional, personal contexts and the researcher has
been central to the discussion of research methods and research aims throughout the
various methodological "turns" of the last decades. That relationship can be both reflexive
and participatory, and can spur change itself as well as demanding that we think about the
nature of transformation and transition in learning. This is particularly true, as many of us
have experienced, of interview-based research, particularly when the interview serves as a
catalyst for narratives of change.

Research interview respondents participating in diverse life worlds provide insight in
unstructured discursive interviews into the significance of critical change processes for their
individual and collective learning. In so doing they can be heard building own discourses of
learning, in which resistance to the master discourses of the institution/the company/the 'host'
society, is laid down in the interdiscursive layering of interaction with (a) the own told
narrative, (b) with the researcher agenda and (c) in the all-important dialogue with those
significant others whose voices and narratives give expression to the complexity and
transacted meanings of individual and group learning contexts.

In my research, | make use of narratives from different research undertakings to demonstrate
how in-depth interviewing, sensitive to language resources, their use in the co-construction of
meaning and of new learning spaces themselves, help to follow how learning and identity
formation can be told. | argue that language-sensitive research can help us to see how
ethnicity, gender and age exert their influence in transition processes through new learning
spaces and how they influence and shape learning in work/study/life situations of the
individual (see, for example, Evans 2004, 2008, 2013).

The learning experiences this paper discusses stem therefore from the biographical narrative
of a young adult recounting moments of educational transformation and, of rupture with
former educational experience. Her talk encompasses both experience of learning and its
absence, inclusion and exclusion. Aspects of this view of the learning experience that |
address through the interview extracts include subjective experiences of learning and the
construction of own discourses of knowledge and self, change and experience of diversity
through the acquisition of professional, institutional or 'cultural' identities, and the gendering
of new learning processes.

This approach to biography research, and to qualitative interview-based research more
generally, wishes to listen closely to the workings of transition in the subjective, shared
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experience related in biographical narratives. This attention to the detail and the richness of
the language of change is followed through close analysis of change in the micro levels of
talk. Language resources, their use in the co-construction of meaning and of the learning
space itself, help to follow how transition/transformation in learning can be told.

1. FOCUS AND RATIONALE OF THE RESEARCH

The adult learner's talk | shall be looking at here forms part of a case study carried out at a
German University, in which | interviewed a small cohort of near-finalist students of Business
Administration some years ago (Evans 2004). The transcripts of the unstructured depth
interviews were combined to form an interview corpus capable of analysis with the aid of
standard text analysis (TACT, MonoConc) and qualitative data analysis software (see
Fielding 2001a, Fielding 2001b, Kelle 2000, 2004). The language of the interview examined
here ('Marie') is German. Extracts are given both in the original German and in English
translation. Analysis of the talk, however, refers solely to the German transcript data.

The investigation is understood as an example of computer-aided qualitative research in
which | adopt a broadly ethnomethodological approach. The interview transcripts -
individually and as parts of a language corpus - are analysed using a mixture of conversation
analysis (CA); institutional discourse(s) analysis and biographical-narrative analysis.
Combining a narrative and biographical approach to interview transcription data with detailed
analysis of linguistic phenomena, the coherence of learners' discourse practices in relation to
their experiences of learning environments can be seen and their deployment of a range of
discourses as a significant characteristic of their negotiation of the intricacies of asymmetrical
(institutional) talk can be heard in their talk. In fact, interview talk, organised as discontinuous
yet consistently robust biographical narratives of experience, creates shared and contested
frames of discourse within which in-process theorizing of the learning process is developed
in narrativized and 'biographized' chunks of 'learning discourse'.

Among the most significant characteristics of much of the biographical work done in talk is
the employment of significant others' voices and 'other-own' voices - here described as
'‘embedded speech' and understood to function as a 'plausibility device' — in the service of
self-expression and the production of own discourse as "open theorizing". | argue that by
deploying others' voices in talk, multiple contexts of experience are tapped into and
plausibility and agency are added to individuals' alternative discourses of learning.

2. BIOGRAPHY RESEARCH, INTERACTION, LIFE STORIES, SELF

Learners' perspectives, skirting and adapting to institutional discourses or challenging the
dominant ways of talk of the university/workplace/organisation/family etc., can be picked up
in their own biographical narratives. Marotzki, for example, finds biographical research useful
because it brings empirical analysis to the phenomena of learning and education and then
both of these are analysed within the context of the life-history, connecting up in this fashion
with the concept of the constitution of the subject (Marotzki 1991: 182). The 'narrative'
interview is used in this context as an interactive instrument for the collection of self-related
data. Marotzki defines the employment and the advantages of the narrative interview and the
data it generates thus:
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"The real advantage of narrative interviews in the generation of data is that data are
produced from which ... it is possible to see how the informant has processed events he (sic)
- in whatever form - was involved in. Biographization is the name of the process through and
in which the informant brings some kind of order in the interview situation to what is told,
according to place, time, connections in the sequence of events, motives, conditions, causes
and effects, etc." (Marotzki 1991: 184)’

The medium of the narrative interview, most notably developed as an analytical tool in the
work of Fritz Schitze (Schitze 1976, 1977, 1981, 1994, 1995), is accorded a special
connecting function, so that if the telling represents a retelling in dialectical relation to the
structured interview narration, then, as Marotzki remarks: "A related experience is
accordingly a related and meaningful experience" (Marotzki 1991: 189-192).

Deborah Schiffrin (Schiffrin 1996) arrives at a similar position to Marotzki: 'self' is created and
recreated in the interaction of talk. The life stories in which self and identity are produced in a
'story-world" are "a pervasive form of text through which we construct, interpret, and share
experience" (Schiffrin 1996: 167). An important process underlying the sorts of texts she is
interested in here links up with the central role of re-telling in Marotzki's view of
'biographization’, namely "verbalization". Schiffrin claims that verbalization represents: "the
way we symbolize, transform, and displace a stretch of experience from our past ... into
linguistically represented episodes, events, processes, and states." (Schiffrin 1996: 168).

This process of verbalization of stretches of experience into a linguistic representation
recognisable as an oral history or oral autobiography, is a process of creation of coherence in
an individual's life story, according to Charlotte Linde (Linde 1993). "In order to exist in the
social world" she maintains," ... an individual needs to have a coherent, acceptable, and
constantly revised life story" (Linde 1993: 3). Such a life story is created "by interweaving
many linguistic and social levels" and serves to express our sense of self and as a means of
communicating our sense of self to others and negotiating 'group membership' (Linde 1993:
219). Grounded as it is in "large scale systems of social understandings" (219), Linde
stresses nevertheless the element of process and change inherent in the oral life history: "As
a linguistic unit, the life story is a rather odd unit: it is temporally discontinuous; and at any
given telling of one of its component parts, it is incomplete" (Linde 1993: 25).

3. ARANGE OF DISCOURSES, EMBEDDING OF SPEECH

Ambiguity, however, and incompleteness characterise the biographical narrative. Linde points
out how other peoples' stories (related in reported speech, embedded and 'layered' in the
telling) become 'own' stories through a process of appropriation or conversion (Linde 1993:
35). The discontinuous and unfinished state of the oral narrative is embodied therefore in the
discourse employed by the autobiographical narrator. Here Goffman's concept of
'embedding' will be used to describe this aspect of the speaker's 'self'. The words we speak,
he points out, "are often not our own, at least our current 'own" for "although who speaks is

' "Die eigentliche Leistung von narrativen Interviews als Materialerhebungsinstrument liegt darin, da®
Material erhoben wird, aus dem ... erschlossen werden kann, wie der Informant Ereignisse, in die er
— wie auch immer — verwickelt war, verarbeitet hat. Biographisierung bezeichnet dann jenen Prozel3,
innerhalb dessen der Informant in der Interviewsituation eine Ordnung in das zu Erzahlende
hinsichtlich von Raum, Zeit, Verknlpfung der Aufeinanderfolge von Ereignissen, Motivlagen,
Bedingungen, Ursachen and Folgen etc. bringt, ..." (Marotzki 1991:184).
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situationally circumscribed, in whose name words are spoken is certainly not" (Goffman
1981: 3). Thus embedding makes it possible to 'enact’' numerous voices over space and time
within the interactive frame of the oral narrative and narrative interview (Goffman 1981: 4).
Indeed, for the development of 'own' discourses within an emergent learning biography, the
‘converted' and 'enacted' words of others or a non-current 'self' - what | call here 'embedded
speech' - are an important device for contextualization of talk and serve as a 'plausibility
device' to ground its discoursal validity.

Discourse use is always simultaneously constitutive of social identities, social relations and
systems of knowledge and belief, or, viewed as a "discursive 'event' (i.e. any instance of
discourse) is seen as being simultaneously a piece of text, an instance of discursive practice,
and an instance of social practice" (Fairclough 1992: 4). Norman Fairclough's
text/interaction/context framework (Fairclough 1989: 25) - which he sets alongside a
corresponding hierarchical order of discourse: actual discourses/types of discourse/orders of
discourse (Fairclough 1989: 29) - serves as the basic scaffolding for my own approach to the
interview data generated in the research interviews | have carried out. At the level of the
interview itself - the 90 or more minutes of 'talk' - the context is acutely interactive, and
encompasses the physical setting and the joint accomplishment of understanding in
interactive talk. At a further remove, the interview is embedded in a wider interactive context,
including the institutional character of the research interview and its organization, 'longer'
sequences of interaction between researcher and respondents (involving questions of
access, academic discourses of learning and teaching) and, put simply, the 'long sequences'
of experience narrated in the interview and which have evaluative and interpretive
significance within the interactive construction of understanding, i.e. Fairclough's stages of
interpretation and explanation, in which the cognitive processes of participants and
“relationships between transitory social events ... and more durable social structures" are
developed - (Fairclough 1989: 26-27). Finally, we have the context of social discourses, the
social context in which the participants and the institutions involved interpret their roles and
positions.

4. COMMUNICATIVE CONTEXTS

Studying and learning experiences as a set of ongoing experiences lived through over time
and perceived as part of an ongoing 'life story' (Linde 1993) are jointly explored by myself
and my respondents in research interviews. This means that the context of the interview and
the data resulting from it are to some extent the only means of access to the other, wider
contexts operating on and conditioning the interview interaction, yet experienced only
through the language (and metalinguistic means) of the immediate interaction. Given that this
is an acceptable description of the interview process, it is hardly surprising that definitions of
context, the status of 'data’ and the relevance of analytical methods may be contested.
Stated briefly, the research interview here is in fact understood as "accessing various stories
or narratives through which people describe their world" (Silverman 2000: 122). This
approach sees the data as evidence of the joint generation by interviewer and interviewees
of "plausible accounts of the world" (Silverman 2000: 123).
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5. 'MARIE': CONSTRUCTING A LEARNING BIOGRAPHY

In taking a closer look at the biographic narrative work developed by Marie in her talk, the
following aspects play a central role in the analytical approach adopted here:

evidence of identity construction through 'biographization', including the building of an
academic identity as part of a life-story;

the workings of interdiscursivity as evidence of the employment and deployment of discourses
of learning;

the evidence of knowledge claims and knowledge acquisition

The learning biography is founded on 'temporal sequentiality’. This means that a biographical
context is constructed interactively which provides the open theorizing of the student with a
grounded structure, characterised by its references to temporal and ideational stages in each
student's educational 'course'. Narrative, created in the talk, itself creates a context and
grounding for the discontinuous talk that continues to work on the explication and theorizing
the student respondent performs.

In my corpus, the narratives/accounts/stories told in interaction all have the following basic
characteristics:

they represent longer turns or 'chunks' of talk, stretching usually over a number of turns (or
speaker-changes)

they are sequentially warranted by the previous talk and usually serve to ground open
theorizing

they represent a holding of the floor (i.e. the talk is attended to by others) over a number of
turns during which time the floor is accepted

the talk is recipient-oriented and it is warrantably tellable

it is sequentially generated by a request to perform it

Further, there is the question of structuredness. The types of structures established in the
work of Labov (Labov 1999) include a range of the following:

the 'abstract' — which usually presents an initial summary of the whole story (Labov 1999:
227)

the 'orientation' — in which time, place, persons, and their activity in the narrative may be
identified. However, although the orientation-phase may be organised fairly compactly at the
start of the narrative, individual elements of the orientation (e.g. indexical features) may be
found placed at "strategic points later on" (Labov 1999: 229)

'complication' — in which the events unfolding in the narrative are positioned strategically

'evaluation' — this Labov describes as "the means used by the narrator to indicate the point of
the narrative" (Labov 1999: 231). Clearly this is connected very closely to the general
'reportability’ or 'tellability’ (Sacks 1992: 12) of the narrative, and may be connected
interactively with challenges and repair (Labov 1999: 231).
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e 'result' or 'resolution' — answering the question "how did it end?"

e the 'coda' - to signal the finish of a narrative, the coda can be used. Codas may have the
"property of bridging the gap between the moment of time at the end of the narrative proper
and the present" (Labov 1999: 230). It is therefore of enormous importance as a marker of
transition between discoursal contexts which emerge and merge during talk. Labov also points
out how the coda may be used strategically within contested talk as a "disjunctive" device. In
this function — one of many examples is to be found in the first Extract (1) indicated as — 9 —
the coda closes the sequence of complicating actions in the narrative, and as such makes
further questioning about the sequence of events redundant or impossible. Further questions
are forestalled, and the narrative (and the narrative-oriented discourse) is closed off (Labov
1999: 230).

Alheit makes use of a similar structure in his approach to educational biographies (Alheit
1989). He uses the 'preamble’ in the place of the abstract, and characterises the intermediate
sections of a skilfully related biographical narrative - the 'complication' and 'evaluative'
sections in Labov's terms - as being heavily indexicalised with time sequences, explanations,
definitions, to show it is a narrative and not an argumentative structure (Alheit 1989: 128). An
emphasis on the structuring of biographical knowledge/"Strukturbildung biographischen
Wissens" (Alheit 1989: 124) is perhaps the most interesting feature of this branch of German
life history and biographical research. Following Alheit here, we can further distinguish
between the layers present and working through the learning biographies my respondents
produce: thus over and above the autobiographical content of narrated experience, elements
of 'tradition-building’, i.e. the elaboration of 'set-pieces' or established narrative frames which
are of strategic value in establishing membership and identity, can be found, and more
diffuse still, the collection and employment of a common-sense reserve of 'higher level
knowledge"/"hdherpradikatives Wissens", of "everyday 'theories' and judgements relevant to
the 'life-world™ of the individual ("alltags- und lebensweltrelevanten 'Theorien' und
Einschatzungen") which influence behaviour when they are 'institutionalised' and become
coded in the canon of possible narrative structures presenting and offering themselves in a
given collective context (Alheit 1989: 139).

In the deployment of these different levels of knowledge and experience in the learning
biography, respondents commonly make use of further complicating structures. Labov's
‘complication’, 'evaluation’, 'resolution’ are paralleled in biography research by 'background
development' (‘'Hintergrundkonstruktion'), 'distancing’, and rhetorical methods of narration to
highlight the 'professionality’ (i.e. authority) of the narrative content (Alheit 1989: 128-134).
Similar analytical divisions in the narrative 'template' of life story research are 'description’,
'narration’ and 'argumentation’ (Miller 2000: 134).

6. DISCONTINUITY OF NARRATIVES

The narratives regularly reproduce elements of this structure, but not always. In fact, the
narratives are characterised by discontinuity. This is occasioned by the nature of the
interaction in interviews. Jefferson and Lee call this (in relation to 'troubles talk' and 'advice
giving') 'asynchrony' and 'contamination’, which is heard when the recipient is not, or not
equally, aligned to the direction the talk is overtly designed to go in (Jefferson and Lee 1992).
In fact, talk in interaction is rarely, if ever, entirely unambiguous concerning what at any
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moment is occurring. A narrative may become a statement, the recipient's non-alignment to a
description may likely bring about a new alignment, and so on.

Hoerning also stresses the incompleteness of individual biographies: biographic experiences,
she points out, are "bound up at all times to a specific context"2 and that new experience is
worked and reworked into the former life story: "Biographic experiences and the biographic
knowledge that arises from them are in this view not merely the laying down of a stratum of
things experienced but also the continuous re-working of all that is experienced"3 (Hoerning
1989: 153-154).

The learning biographies of my respondents were not elicited as (extensive) life histories.
The interview format is not a near-monologue, as Miller expects interviews employed in the
collection of detailed life-histories to be, or only rarely (Miller 2000: 92, see also Schitze
1976). Thus, the biographies narrated across the encounter are discontinuous speech acts
with all the signs of being, not elicited biographies, but biographized talk, temporally
sequential and interdiscursively constructed learning biographies.

7. 'AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL REFLEXION' AND IDENTITY: LIFE-STORY WORK:

Central elements in the life story are connectedness, aim, and some kind of climax. The use
of 'staging' devices (direct and indirect speech, mimesis, caricature, affective marking of lexis
and special discourse particles) in the unfolding of the directed narrative is discussed by
Susanne Glnthner in particular connection with the creation of bonds of solidarity between
conversation participants (Glnthner 1997: 189-190). While their significance for an analysis
of the play of discourses in students' speech will be considered again below, the 'narrative
detailing' that Gunthner adduces as an important rhetorical element in stimulating others'
involvement (Glnthner 1997: 211) is apparent in the dramatic sequencing of numerous
coherent life-story narratives in the data. A necessarily small number of formative
experiences in the education career of Marie will serve below as illustrations.

The exchange in Extract 1 will be commented on here as a constitutive part of the learning
biography Marie develops in the course of her interview. This short narrative passage, with
the story of Marie's personal development as a result of a period of study abroad, contains
elements of most of the features of narrative talk set out above. In this, as in all the remaining
extracts of this paper, in the column to the right of the extract line numbers the
structuredness of Marie's talk is indicated using Labov's terms. Below the heading for the
extract, the abbreviations for Labov's structure are given in square brackets. In the next
column to the right, significant evidence of the construction of discourses, biographization
processes in talk, epistemic discourse and knowledge claims as well as rhetorical-prosodic
markers is indicated by numbered arrows (e.g. — 5).

For the extracts that follow, the markers used to indicate modality, embedded speech, etc.
are:

2 ['Biographische Erfahrungen sind lebensgeschichtlich an einen Kontext gebunden".]

3 ['Biographische Erfahrungen und das daraus entstandene biographische Wissen ist nach dieser
Vorstellung also nicht nur die Ablagerung des Erfahrenen, sondern die fortlaufende Uberarbeitung
des Erfahrenen ..."]
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Transcription Key

*Esp/EspB = embedded speech (begin/end) .h=
*MP = modal particles h. =
*Pro = prosodic devices xhh

*ED = epistemic discourse

*HE = hedge

*SR = self-repair

*Rep = repair

*man = German 'neutral’ pronoun (‘one')

o oo

inbreath

outbreath

= breathy speech

= quiet, low speech

{xxx} = overlapping turns of speech

. XX:

= drawling, slowed speech

(.) = short pause, hesitation

(1.0) = pause (in seconds)

Marie: Narrative: self development (SPAIN 1)
[Ab ="abstract', Or = 'orientation’, Co = 'complication', Ev = 'evaluation', Re = 'resolution’, 'coda']

Extract 1
Lin

e

1

2

3

4

5 Ab
6 Or
7

8 Ev
9

10

11 Co
12 Or
13

14

15

16

17 Or
18 Co
19

20

21

22

23

24 Co
25

26

27 Re
28

29

30 Re
31

ja was soll ich sagen was ich
an der Uni gewaehlt habe? hehehe
zum Beispiel

uhm das ist ja witzig weil heute
°denke ich ueber die Sachen ganz
anders nach®® seit ich in Spanien
war? hat mir ja irgendwie die
Augen geoeffnet
ja wieso?

.hh Jja:
war frueher sehr eingeschuechtert

=weil: ich ich glaube ich
sehr verschuechtert von dem
Bildungssystem uhm=
schon in der Schule? oder {erst
uhm
in}der Schule ja auch schon uhm
und dann und dann Jja auch hier an
der Uni uhm immer diese
Anforderungen
unterdurchschnittliche
Studienzeit
ueberdurchschnittliche Leistungen
und wenn man das alles nicht
hatte und nicht Sprachen schon
perfekt spra:ch uhm also ich hab
immer gedacht ich waere mehr so
unter dem Nivhheau hehehe

ja?
oder ich hatte gar nicht die
Moeglichkeit einen Super-Job zu

yeah what should I say what I
chose at the uni? hehehe
for example

uhm that's funny because I
think differently about these
things today since I was 1in
Spain? 1t sort of opened my
eyes

yeah how?

.hh I I think I used
to be pretty scared very shy
because of the education system
uhm=

?=because:

already when you were at
school? or {only uhm
in} school yeah then too uhm

and then and then here too at
the always
demands below average studying
time above average performance
didnt manage that
and didnt already speak loads

uni uhm these

and 1f you

of languages perfectly uhm well

I always thought that I was
more sort of below averhhage
hehehe
yeah?
or I didn't have the

possibility to get a super job
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32 bekommen bei den Firmen weil in companies because (1.0)
33 Co - 7 (1.0) (raps on table top) uhm: die ((raps table top)) uhm: they
34 Re - 8 suchen nur die creme de la creme are only 1interested 1in the
35 (.) und seitdem ich in Spanien creme de la creme (.) and since
36 coda - 9 war da denke ich <ESpB> du kannst I was 1in Spain I think <ESpB>
37 alles machen was du willst du you can do anything you want to
38 kriegst doch alles was du willst= you can get whatever you want=

Marie 'abstracts’' the narrative she is required to produce at line 5 with the — for her —
characteristic hedging mitigation that what she is about to tell is 'witzig'/'funny'. This may
plausibly be taken as a predictable precautionary face-saving device. What is later developed
as a serious epistemic discourse (— 9) is first sketched in as a potentially funny anecdote. As
such, it may also be read as an example of that 'staging' of joint discourse mentioned above.
Understood in this way, the use of humour and casualness of tone would be an affective
marker, a 'defusing' device and a bid for agreement at the start of a turn.

The heavy indexicality (ich/seit ich/in Spanien war — I/since I/was in Spain) of the first
‘orientation’ at line 6 serves, too, to embed a strong claim to knowledge and self-development
and is a prime example of biographization. In other words, crucial life events (CLEs) are
framed narratively in a structured, sequential fashion to produce a discrete, recognizeable
biographical narrative, however brief or discontinuous it may be. Further instances of
orientation (lines 12 and 17) provide in the same fashion indexical framing and temporal
sequencing to the progress of Marie's narrative. 'Complicating action' (11, 18, 24, 33) is
hearable where the narrative descends into greater contextual detail and sequential
complexity, employing adverbs of time (und dann und dann/and then and then), conditional
clauses (und wenn man/and if you) and conjunctions of causality (weil/because). The
rhetorical-prosodic function of such contextualization is evident here in the self-repair at line
18 as Marie hesitates before in fact drawing parallels between negative school experience
and experience at the university. Likewise prosodically charged is the complicating action at
33 where the table-rapping (— 7), following on from a significant pause suggesting that Marie
needs a moment to consider the cost to her self-image of continuing her discourse (begun at
— b), is bundled together with the final of three 'resolutions' (at 27, 30, 34) and an important
use of a membership category device (— 8 'créme de la créme'). The coda (36) is fused with
an enormously effective piece of 'internal' embedded speech (— 9). In effect, the authority of
Marie's own voice concludes the short narrative and provides the only authoritative
interpretation admitted. The contrast here is underlined (a) to the hesitations and insecurities
of the contested knowledge claim at — 4, 5, 6, (b) to the 'technologized' jargon of the
institution at — 5, to the negative membership category of the 'elite' she is not part of at — 6
and — 8.

The work Marie is doing here combines in an intricate way the discourse functions of the
learning biography. ldentity and self are proposed within a biographized framework and
discourses of knowledge and learning are accounted for by reference to events in the life
world of the student. Further, the student's discourses are contextualized through association
with membership categories (the privileged versus those whose eyes have been opened by
experience) which themselves are grounded in the significant speech of self and others.
Finally, the strength of out-of-frame speech lies in its intensely affective, personalized
prosodic and rhetorical features. Marie's coda: "du kannst alles / machen / was du willst / du
kriegst doch alles / was du willst" (you can do anything you want to you can get whatever you
want) is an example of the extremely sensitive (co-) selection of words that Sacks refers to in
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connection with the 'poetics' of talk design. Designing talk for and with the audience, he
argues, involves the employment of co-selected "sound sequences" in specific talk
environments (Sacks 1992: 321, see alsoTannen 2007 on repetition). The selection of
individual words partially on the basis of sound co-ordination is a sign of just how locally
constructed a piece of talk can be (Sacks 1992: 321). In Marie's case, the repetition (4 times
"du", twice each for "alles" and "willst") and alliteration ('k's and 'dark 'a's) and the
unchallengeability of the direct speech, show this example of the plausibility device for
generating a common sense theory to be custom-made for the interactive environment in

which it is used.

Marie: NARRATIVE: (SPAIN II)
Extract 2

[Ab = "abstract', Or = 'orientation', Co = 'complication', Ev = 'evaluation', Re = 'resolution', 'coda']
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29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37

38
39
40

Ab

Ev

Co

Ev

Co

Co
Ev

Co

coda

Or

Ev

Res

=

ja was ist passiert in Spanien?
(3.0) (das
habe ich meine Ein?stellung
geaendert also bin jetzt
selbstbewusster und (.) uhm es ist
(4.0)
kommt erstmal allein in einem
anderen Land zurecht ich sprach die
Sprache so gut wie garnicht und und

=ich weiss nich uhm:
meine)

schwer zu erklaeren uhm: man

wurde jetzt auch gezwungen zu
sprechen und es war zum Beispiel
egal ob man einen Fehler macht oder
nicht man wurde ermuntert <ESp>mach
doch einfach sprich doch einfach
die Leute waren sehr sehr
freundlich und so fing es dann an
und dann bin ich jetzt auf den
Trichter gekommen noch Franzoesisch
zu lernen und nach England zu gehen
mal weil wenn man einmal spricht
uhm (1.0) es ist nicht so wie in
Deutschland da hab ich da mal
gemerkt i in Englisch zum Beispiel
uhm: am besten keinen Fehler machen
man wurde dann sofort korrigiert
und nicht ermuntert und so (.) hab
ich nachher einfach nicht mehr
gesprochen

wo?

zum Beispiel in der Schule? so
kommts mir vor so kommts mir noch
in Latein vor kam mir so in
Spanisch vor uhm (.) es war nicht
keine Ermunterung sondern entweder
man man macht es richtig oder man
hielt sich seinen Muh:nd hehehh so

kams mir auch vor

(2.0)
{uhm
=man} hat im grunde keinen Spass

so what happened in Spain?
M:=I don't know uhm (3.0) (I
think that) I changed my point

of view? now I'm more self-
confident and (.) uhm 1it's
difficult to explain (4.0) uhm
you have to cope alone with

things in a foreign country I
hardly spoke a word of the
language and and was forced to
speak and
unimportant whether you made a

it was for example

mistake or not you were
encouraged <ESpB>go on just
talk everyone was very very

friendly and so it started like
that and then I got the idea to
learn French and to go to
time because when
(1.0)
Germany I
English for

it was best not to

England one
you begin to
it's not

speak uhm
like in
noticed i- in
example uhm:

make any mistake  you were
corrected straightaway not
encouraged and so (.) I just

didn't speak anymore afterwards

]

where?

at school for example? that's
how it seems to me that's how
it seems to me in Latin seemed

to me 1in Spanish uhm (.) it

wasn't no encouragement  but
either you you di it right or
you kept  your mou:th shut
hehehh it seemed to me 1like
that
{uhm

=you} had no fun basically no
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41 — 7 gehabt oder keine Freude es war wie pleasure it was like a duty (.)
42 Res ne Pflicht (.) nicht so hmm was not like hmm what's the reason
43 steckt denn da hinter? auhm: for it? auhm:

In Extract 2 we have essentially a single effort on Marie's part to account for the
transformation that has taken place in her life and studies as a result of spending a year
abroad. The main body of this short narrative unit is contained in lines 2-28. Lines 30-37 and
39-43 represent two separately elicited resolutions. The structure of this piece of talk is
clearly that of a story-like narrative and not that of a straight account or relation of facts, nor
is it an argument or set of ideas. Following Alheit here, | see the mix of complicating events,
evaluation and the attempt to lead up to a result or coda as evidence of the narrative work
being done to Marie's biography (Alheit 1989). Marie 'preambles' her narrative with a
recipient-oriented abstract that defines at the outset the importance of the story she is about
to tell (lines 3.5). There is abundant evidence here, too, of M's reluctance to embark on this
narrative (— 2, — 5), and she seems to attempt to back out of the necessity to indulge in
open theorizing at R's behest more than once (see line 2 'ich weiss nich uhm'/'l don't know
uhm'; line 6 a pause of 4 seconds after 'ist schwer zu erklaeren'/'it's difficult to explain’).

The narrative itself, however, is clearly structured. Indexical information and backgrounding
(Marie herself, Spain, the people, being in a foreign country, not speaking a word of the
language) are skilfully introduced in successive waves of complication (lines 8, 16, 20, 25).
Marie evaluates her experience in a series of almost circular accounts, developing a
narrative of change (3-5), through encouragement and learning (13-20), and back through
discouragement in the past to her present interpretation of the significance of the whole set of
learning experiences (32-35, 39-41).

The narrative documents a change in Marie's self-esteem and state of knowledge. The
change that Spain brought to her sense of self is set at the opening of this narrative (— 1).
Once the urge to relinquish the topic is overcome (— 2), Marie embellishes her biographical
narrative with strongly affective language and steps out of frame to re-propose the moment in
which she was introduced to an alternative method of learning (— 3). Once again it is
embedded speech which accounts for the significance of what Marie has to say here. The
heavy indexical backgrounding allows her to transport the learning context and its positive
attributes into the heart of her narrative, and thereby into the institutional context of this
interview. This learning discourse is warranted by the piling up of indexical detail and by the
strong re-formulation of the central problem — lack of encouragement in the past — once
again at — 4 as a mirror-image of the 'set piece' (Alheit 1989: 139) enhanced at — 2 by the
speech of those who gave her support. Marie fends off the potentially threatening first
position question coming from the interviewer (28) and his dubious reaction at 38 with a
prosodically significant selection of sounds that establish an almost unassailable sense of
narrative coherence (— 6). Framed in this litany of seeming ('so kommts mir vor', 'so kommts
mir noch ... vor', 'kam mir so ... vor', so kam mir auch vor'), we have once again the theme of
lack of encouragement, which Marie re-proposes a last time at — 7 as a dichotomy between
'fun'/'pleasure' and 'duty".
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8. 'MICRO-NARRATIVES AND 'WOODEN HORSES'

The part of Marie's 'Spain' narrative discussed above is a good example of how within the
interview talk, discourses of learning are embedded in interdiscursive sequences which can
be described as 'micro-narratives'. These discrete narrative units — themselves embedded
within longer sequences of narration or suspended within brief turn-exchanges — act as
interactive 'wooden horses' which transport own discourse into the stream of discourse
upheld by the institutional context or forming the context in which the interview is
experienced. In addition, Marie's Spain experience is a striking instance of the crisis-like
phases of transition which are a central element of the narrative interview and biographical
life-course research (Miller 2000: 27). The discourse Marie develops here contrasts her
previous state with a transition to a thoroughly new phase in her learning characterised by
increased self-confidence and ability. This example of 'biographical work' illustrates how
individuals "construct and reconstruct their self-view" in response to a changing environment
(Miller 2000: 156). Doing this type of work enables students like Marie to structure their
experiences reflexively, and by so doing to "practically orient themselves, while dealing with
events ongoingly as they go through life" (Fischer-Rosenthal 1995 cited in Miller 2000: 157).
Other qualitative research into the varying difficulties experienced by students from working-
class and academic backgrounds on entry into university provides interesting parallels to
learners' biographies in my corpus of interviews. Thus, Haas (Haas 1999) finds that students
from non-academic backgrounds pass through a significant 'self-crisis' ("lch-Krise") which
nevertheless contains considerable potential for individual growth in adversity (Haas 1999:
225, 234). In fact, as Haas points out, women students from non-academic households
studying in male-dominated faculties — and Marie fits this description closely — are doubly
beset by the difficulties of the academic discourses of the new learning environment as well
as by its gender structures (Haas 1999: 164-165). A response to this difficult phase of
adaptation can be "an explicitly formulated desire for 'movement’, ... for 'things foreign',
'difference' and for uncertainty or non-routine things ..."4 (Haas 1999: 234). Marie's stay in
Spain and her learning experiences there are conceivably examples of such a 'move’.

| have tried to show the structuredness of Marie's biographical narratives and of their
remarkable coherence. Within the framework of recognisable stories with robust narrative
elements, significant life experiences are developed as learning discourses and/or
discourses of knowledge and self. Own discourse practices are consistently grounded in
interdiscursive talk which draws upon the interaction of the micro-context (the interview) and
re-proposes knowledge claims and student theorizing in reference to other, competing
macro-contexts (family background, school, university, work). The ethnographic data
concerning study abroad and its place in students' academic careers produced in these
extracts - and in many more too numerous to draw upon here (Evans 2004)— echo the results
of the work of other researchers (Haas 1999, Kriger and Marotzki 1995). The narrative
interview, then, is a vehicle for the 'biographization' of experience - a bringing of 'order' to
events. Order is established in the narrative process itself, during and through which
meaning is constructed and allocated to sections of personal life experience. This
'biographization’ of a life is by definition a communicated (re-)telling and the telling renders it
meaningful (Alheit 2006, Marotzki 1991: 189-192). The 'verbalization' of self in the telling
(Schiffrin 1996: 168) is meaningful yet unfinished, incomplete. Linde, too, underlines two

4 ["...zu einer explizit formulierten Lust auf '‘Bewegung’, ... auf das 'Fremde’, das 'Andere' und auf
Unsicherheit bzw. Nichtfestgefahrenheit fuhrt".]
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central characteristics of the life story: coherence and incompleteness (Linde 1993: 25). This
tension, this 'in-process' experience is apparent also in Marie's narratives.

9. BY WAY OF A CONCLUSION

In this paper, a close examination of the discourse work being performed in the life story
indicates that it is very much a product of interdiscursivity. The movements between different
currents of experience enacted in this 'discourse work' makes extensive use of layering of
voice(s) in the co-construction of meaning.

Whether turned to in order to carry forward discourses of empowerment by drawing on
resources of experience from different (extra-interview) contexts of interaction, or whether
conversationalized speech is employed to establish shared institutional understandings
(represented very strongly by learners whose talk could not be included here), the extended
resources of layered discourse function as a 'plausibility device' through which talk is
grounded in the speech of others and open theories of learning and self are worked up and
convincingly accounted for.

These narratives draw on many and varied resources in an open-ended and necessarily
incomplete way to create shared and contested frames of discourse, organized as
biographical narratives of experience. Much as stories get told, as Sacks has suggested
(Sacks 1992: 12) because they are tell-able and re-tell-able, so the everyday theorizing
involved in accounting for events and opinions is developed in narrativized and 'biographized'
chunks of talk.

The extraordinary richness of the biographical narratives produced in the interaction of the
interview are the source and resource of the construction of a whole series of discursive
identities and discourse practices. Marie elaborates experience (as do all those other
learners whose data could not be used for this paper) into a working, in-process discursive
self. The voices voiced and heard are 'owned' voices, various changing socially constructed
'selves' (see lvanic 1997). A strong reason for taking this viewpoint is that a dominant
impression communicated through the language data of the interviews is of change and of
passage from earlier states of being and doing. If indeed | am right in hearing this in these
students' talk, then this sense of passage must be understood as being intrinsically bound up
with respondents' production of learning discourses. The destination of this 'passage' or
change' is certainly not mapped out ahead. Learning discourse, and learning to reflect on
that 'learnt' discourse can be overheard here as evidence of the difficult work — hard
interpersonal work at times — involved in negotiating identities across multiple contexts.
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A RESEARCH ON “NON TRADITIONAL STORIES” AND LEARNING IDENTITIES.
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ABSTRACT

According to european recommendations and european educational policies, universities
should be able to promote and support lifelong learning. Over time the academic world has
changed its relation with society through the transformation of its functions or missions.
Universities, after the transformation from élite niches to “mass higher education” places are
now taking a new challenge: the extension of the their population in a lifelong direction. The
presence of “mature” students therefore should not be an exception or an eccentricity, but it
can be explained with the evolution of institutional missions. Nevertheless, this category still
remains outside from the “academic tribes and territories” and it is recurrent in research
studies concerning the so-called “non-traditional students”, defined as under-represented
students in higher education and whose participation is constrained by structural factors.
These students are considered at risk in terms of access, retention, active participation,
academic success, and social integration.

The question of my research project places itself in this context and concerns those students
enrolling at university through non-linear trajectories or with personal backgrounds that do
not consider the academic path as a “natural outcome”. What do these students look for and
what do they find at university? What does it represent for them? What effects on the idea of
self that the student develops in relation with the academic world?

Different research studies in the field of adult education and of the sociology of education
show how adult students develop forms of multilevel identity inside universities. Many of
these studies use the biographical or auto-biographical methods since their potential to grasp
the point of view of the participants. For my research | considered it useful and interesting to
choose the auto-biographical methods exactly because of their potentiality to give voice to
the insiders. At the same time | wanted to emphasize the pedagogical, relational and
reflexive dimension of these methods and therefore | chose the form of the auto/biographical
workshop. The workshops involved about 30 adult students and were based on estethical,
metaphorical and reflexive processes. The narrative materials produced during the
workshops were analyzed through a plurality of sensitising concepts able to enlighten in
different ways the experience of lifelong learning in a university context. The final step of the
research was a co-operative inquiry with a team of researcher/students that previously
experienced the biographical workshops. The co-operative inquiry focused more deeply on
the experience at university, generating a shared and participatory hermeneutic circle and
resulted in a project addressed to the institution.
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1. LIFELONG AND LIFEWIDE LEARNING AS “KEY FACTORS” FOR THE KNOWLEDGE
ECONOMY.

What does learning mean? What meanings can this question take on for those adults who
decide to re-enter in adult education, enrolling at university?

It seems that lifelong learning has become an integral part of the discourses concerning both
the educational and the sociopolitical fields: in the new millennium the international
organizations that influence the policies in the EU member countries are all in its favor, even
though lifelong learning can have different interpretations (see Hager, 2006).

On the other hand these new discourses/new rhetorics cannot but confirm a global trend to
live lives “in transition”: life itself requires a willingness to always learn. In a social space
characterized by high unpredictability, by a growing number of connections on the global
scale and by the development of more and more liquid forms of social ties and identities
(Bauman, 2005) individuals need flexible and dynamic knowledge that can interact in wider
contexts.

As the reflexive modernisation theory (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1998) points put, the knowledge
developed through basic education, as well as inherited from traditions, is not enough in itself
and cannot be valid long enough. Therefore it seems natural to witness the development of a
population of “lifelong learning subjects” (Dumazadier, 1995).

In an “age of supercomplexity” (Barnett, 2000) educational systems have to face new
questions and new ideas about the relationship with knowledge which implies calling into
question the traditional distinctions between formal, non-formal and informal learning (see
Eraut, 2000). Personal knowledge and transversal skills become more and more important
than the myth of “educational qualifications”. Therefore, besides being lifelong, the new way
of learning is lifewide: it crosses and connects the contexts of living and studying, which are
traditionally considered as distinct.

What do these epochal changes mean from the point of view of the subjects and of the
institutions? What consequences, what adaptations, what stories do they involve?

Since 90es the political agendas of the main western international organizations (EU, UN,
OECD) have been enlighting the lifelong learning as a key factor for the development of a
more productive and efficient workforce and social cohesion. So “effort and resources are
being devoted to promoting the idea of lifelong learning as a solution to society's current ills”
(Field, 2006 :1)

Nevertheless many critical voices raises. Social cohesion is not a granted result because
new forms of social exclusion, based on differences between rich and poor in “grey capital”,
are possible.

The OECD's Centre for Educational Research and Innovation stated it starkly:

“In today's 'knowledge economies' and 'learning societies', knowledge, skills and learning
have come to be recognised as fundamental for participation by individuals in modern life, as
well as the hallmarks of dynamic economic units and thriving social communities [...] For
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those who are excluded from this process, however, or who chose not to participate, the
generalisation of lifelong learning may only have the effect of increasing their isolation from
the world of 'knowledge-rich'.” (OECD, 1997 quoted in Field, 2006)

Other scholars alert about the risk of new institutional forms of control through the
colonization of informal learning (Hager & Hallyday, 2007) and new forms of self-discipline
(Andersson & Fejes, 2005) based on the risk of dropping out from the knowledge market.

2. UNIVERSITY AND ADULT EDUCATION. THE TIMES THEY'RE A CHANGIN’?

The challenges posed by lifelong and lifewide learning affect the whole education system
and particularly university. Over time the academic world has changed its relation with
society through the transformation of its functions or missions (Scott, 2006). Its two main
missions, teaching and researching, are rooted in the pre-modern era, before the birth of
nation states.

Today the new activities demanded to university by the knowledge economy are gathered
under the term third stream or third task, which implies innovations both in terms of
organization and of education curricula. Education curricula in particular are structured
according to the new individuals they address, who approach or re-approach their studies as
adults, leading universities to create lifelong learning programs (Boulton & Lucas, 2008).

Furthermore the university of the future will face more and more the difficulty of committing
itself solely to the “formal” knowledge, given the tendency towards the informal and non-
formal dimensions of learning that comes from politics and the market. There are growing
demands to develop in the students “transversal skills” and life skills, besides the more
common specialized skills and knowledge related to the academic discipline.

Universities, after the transformation from élite niches to “mass higher education” places
(Trow, 1999), are now taking a new challenge: the extension of the their population in a
lifelong direction.

The presence of “mature” students in universities therefore should not be an exception or an
eccentricity, but it can be explained with the evolution of the educational missions.
Nevertheless many studies show how this category still remains outside from the “academic
tribes and territories” (Becker, 1989).

The question of my research project places itself in this context and concerns those students
enrolling at university after a “non-traditional” path, or with personal backgrounds that do not
consider the academic path as a “natural outcome”. What do these students look for and
what do they find at university? What does it represent for them? What meanings and
learnings does this meeting create and what effects does it have on the idea of self that the
student develops in relation with the academic world?

In the specific literature | found a wide range of research studies concerning the so-called
“non-traditional students”, defined as “under-represented students in higher education and
whose participation is constrained by structural factors” (RAHNLE, 2011). This category is so
wide that it includes, for example, students whose families of origin did not have any
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academic experience, students coming from low-income families, adult students who work
and students with disabilities.

These students are considered at risk in terms of access, retention, active participation,
academic success, and social integration.

| focused in particular on the students whose family had not been to university before (first
generation entrants) and on adult students that start their educational path during or after a
working period. These two categories represent two interesting points of view on the topic of
lifelong and lifewide learning. In addition to the greater difficulties they face in overcoming the
barriers to the access to higher education, they also have to take on one more challenge:
that of composing different worlds and finding a synthesis that is satisfactory for their
changing identity.

These students, more than others, may face a cultural clash coming to and learning in higher
education and they have to make a creative move to mix aspects of their previous life in
order not to always play the role of the “fish out of water” (Bourdieu, 1984). For example they
have to connect their social networks with new links originated by their inclusion in the
academic world. The same problem of integration occurs in regard to the social roles that the
student holds: the status of university student is seen by the society — but especially by the
institution — as not compatible with other roles that are as important — if not more important —
for the subject (e.g. the role of parent or worker). The challenge is to integrate identities that
are not only different, but constructed as opposites (student vs. worker, or adult, or parent...);
the social feedback in the proximal system (generally negative) to their learning choice; the
way they dealt with previous experiences in education and in higher education (Alheit, 1995).
In a systemic view this polarization in opposite concepts can represent a problem because of
the risk to structure stories on dilemmas with no way out (Keeney, 1983). In these cases a
situation of “floating” may occur. Floating is “a deep feeling of being paralyzed by events or
experiences that a person cannot cope psychologically, emotionally and socially” (Bron,
2010); a difficult situation that, nevertheless, when recognised through self-reflection, could
trigger a process of learning.

Different research studies in the field of adult education and of the sociology of education
show how adult students develop forms of multilevel identity (Kasworm, 2010) inside
universities. This identity is on the one hand based on their individual biographies,
motivations, present roles in life and expectations, and on the other hand co-constructed in
relation to the ethos and actions of university (also depending on the type of university they
enroll or the subject of study) but also in relation to the influence of the institution perceived
on their own personal world:

“This interest in integration led us in turn to explore what promotes or limits the construction
of a learner identity among non-traditional adult students. Such an identity is itself part of the
integration process which enables people to become effective learners and which promotes
or inhibits completion of HE.” (Field, Merril & West, 2011: 2)

3. THE RESEARCH THEORETICAL FRAME.

“Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of
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a set of interpretive, material-practices that make the world visible.” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003 :
3)

The act of qualitative research needs to be placed in a theoretical frame; in fact the world can
be made visible in different ways, depending on the different assumptions we chose.

My theoretical background is based on systemic approach (Bateson, 1972; von Foerster,
1981), constructivism (Varela, 1993), social constructionism (Gergen, 1999) and the theory of
complexity (Morin, 1995).

These perspectives are based on a relational ontology: the world is conceived as a multi-
level net of relations and not as a mere collection of separate entities. What becomes
important is the “pattern which connects” objects, subjects or stories and not only their
individual qualities.

Knowledge itself from a re-presentation of the world become a process of interaction and
relation.

This epistemological stance has effects both on the method and object of the research.

A) RESEARCH METHOD.
This research is based on biographical methods for two main reasons:

e Biographical research is interested in “how people actively 'learn' their world, and
their place in it, as well as how this may be challenged ” (Merrill & West, 2009: 4);

¢ Biographical research is highly compatible with other approaches to analyse the life
course. Significant episodes of learning often happen at turning points “Biographical
approaches thus allow for researchers to explore the meanings and importance that
people attach to particular changes in their lives, including those that have to do with
transitions between life stages, which we probably expect to go through at some time
as we grow older, and those that involve significant and often unexpected challenges
to someone's status and role. Both force us to ask who we are, and who we should
relate and how, requiring us to reconsider more or less explicitly our capacity for
learning from and for our lives” (Field, Gallagher & Ingram, 2009).

If we wish to understand learning as a fundamental and pervasive human activity, then we
need to see it as integral to people's lives and the stories they tell about their lives. For
example the drop out issue can be addressed in terms of: what the decision to quit university
means in the life of these students? “In some cases dropping-out may be the start of a new
transition and stage in their biography, while in others it may indicate a difficult set-back in
what they see as an evolving learning career.” (Field, Merrill & Morgan-Klein, 2010: 2)

Stories are “patterns which connect” (Bateson, 1972): they connect different life spheres,

contexts and times, but also the teller with his/her audience. So biographical research have
to deal with these integration processes:
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“If biographical research is found in challenging spaces and can question dominant
ideologies, it also transgresses overly rigid academic boundaries. Biographies, in their
nature, appear to evoke an interdisciplinarity spirit, partly because lives transcend academy”
(Merrill & West 2009: 54)

According to my epistemological perspectives, auto/biographical work follows some general
premises:

e “self-construction” as a systemic, conversational, and compositional process;

e multiple levels beyond the individual level of construction (the “agent”): relationships
and contexts, where individual actions and meanings can be seen as effects of
interactions;

o stories and meanings are not only subjective. They are developed in a context with its
own possibilities and constraints. Different contexts create different narrations.

The term auto/biography, with the slash, seems to fit these ideas. It was coined to draw
attention to the complex interrelations of the construction of one's own life and that of another
person (Merrill & West, 2009). | take it in systemic and constructivist terms.

B) RESEARCH OBJECT: LEARNING PROCESSES OF NON-TRADITIONAL STUDENTS
AT UNIVERSITY.

Connections between learning and identity, learning experiences and transformative
processes are at the heart of my research questions.

First of all, | examined the premises in terms of “learning” underlying lifewide and lifelong
learning policies using the epistemological lenses of systemics, constructivism and social
constructionism. Lifelong learning is re-defined as a complex process, crossed at the same
time by the dimensions of openness and closedness, stability and change, integration of the
new and coherence-seeking. This ecology of ideas offers the possibility to describe learning
in a different way from the most widespread metaphor of knowledge as a “tangible asset” to
be collected and capitalized (Neave, 1992)

A metaphor, in fact, offers always a partial truth: from one side it enlightens possible versions
and uses of the world; on the other side it conceals other possible ways of understanding,
perceiving and acting (Lakoff, 1980). So if we consider knowledge or skills as objects we can
collect them but we lost their roots in the relational contexts. On the contrary, if we consider
them as relational processes new issues rise. Action and its features of unpredictability and
irreversibility (Arendt, 1958) takes the scene, as well as the problem of recognition (Ricouer,
1994).

This idea of partial truth is also a cornerstone in complexity theories (Morin, 1995).

The double description (Bateson, 1979) revealed useful to create a more complex map of the
research object. As a consequence it becomes possible to go beyond the form of
intentionality that Bateson calls conscious purpose. This, taken as a guide of the learning
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processes, would lead to a merely instrumental and functionalist form of one of the most
complex and mysterious characteristics of the human life.

4. THE RESEARCH DESIGN: AUTO/BIOGRAPHICAL WORKSHOPS AND CO-
OPERATIVE INQUIRY

| articulated the research on two different contexts which produced different kind of
processes and results: the auto/biographical workshops and a co-operative inquiry.

A. AUTO/BIOGRAPHICAL WORKSHOPS: FROM LABELS TO STORIES. A GRUNDTVIG
LLP PROJECT.

Many of the research studies on “non traditional students” use the biographical or
autobiographical methods thanks to their attitude to grasp the participants point of view.
Usually the students’ experiences are collected through one or more narrative interviews.

| considered useful and interesting to choose the autobiographical methods, exactly because
of their potentiality to give voice to the insiders and to highlight a whole world of meanings. At
the same time | wanted to emphasize the pedagogical, relational and participatory dimension
of these methods and therefore | chose the form of the autobiographical workshop. With this
kind of methodology the research project had a double value: while the workshop
represented a chance for reflection and potential learning for the participants (and for the
conductors, who are themselves non-traditional students), its outcome — in terms of stories —
represented a corpus of data suitable for analysis and interpretations.

The Grundtvig LLP project “European Biographies - Biographical approaches in Adult
Education” which started in July 2009 and ended in July 2011 represented the
methodological frame within which | planned and structured the autobiographical work
(Dominicé, 2000; West et al., 2007) with “non-traditional students”.

The general aim of the project was “to enrich and improve methods of biographical work with
adults, and to make biographical approaches better known in European adult education
institutions, as a powerful integrative and experience-based pedagogical tools for reaching
and integrating socially marginalized persons into society” (quoted from the brochure). Each
partner institution" (from Austria, Germany, Italy, Poland, and Turkey) realized pilot projects
introducing new biographical approaches into their work. The results were gathered in a
common handbook and cd in English.

As a partner of the project, under the direction of prof. Laura Formenti, the Bicocca University
team chose to address non traditional students, who are defined in literature as under-
represented, and whose participation in higher education is constrained by structural factors.

' The partner institutions were:
. Universita degli studi di Milano Bicocca
. lle- Berlin Institute for Lifelong Learning in Europe
o Ibika Institute for Biographical and Cultural Research (Goettingen, Germany)
o University of Innsbruck
o eFKa Women'’s Foundation (Poland)
o Kusadasi Public Education Center (Turkey)
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The basic idea was to gather learning stories from students who appear not to fit the usual
institutional expectations, for example adult students who decided to re-enter higher
education after (or during) a work period, or students who had changed faculties.

Aware of the danger of reducing people to the status of deficit in relation to the university, the
attention was focused on resources, coping strategies, retention. Retention is not well
defined and focused in current studies (Longden, 2002); recent work in the UK (Yorke &
Longden, 2008) appears to favour a greater emphasis on student “success” which is all
together a wider and more positive focus and avoids unduly pointing up student academic
and cultural deficits.

Biographical methods revealed useful to interrogate these aspects, in fact:

¢ Biographies may cast a light on “resilience factors”, by focusing the experience of
those students who are non-traditional, and nonetheless do not abandon; they could
tell what they experienced and how they managed to take the challenge of being
“invisible” for the university;

e Biographic narration is a way to offer space for students to become more active;
students at risk can better understand their experience by telling it, becoming
reflexive and active in relation to it, finding new strategies for adaptation or for
claiming space. And maybe they can avoid drop out, but we must also say that drop
out is not necessarily a “problem” in the biographic view (Quinn et al., 2005).

Auto/biographical workshops were designed and managed by a team of
“researchers/students”, who were invited to experiment with auto/biographical methods
through personal exploration, to reflect on their implications, specifically in terms of ethics.
The workshops, articulated in three meetings, three hours each promoted writing and
sharing, in small groups, personal narrations that were meant to:

e give voice to individual learning stories within the university;

¢ highlight differences and connections between the participants' experiences;
e develop meaning and understanding through dialogue;

o foster reflexive processes, and possibly deliberate actions.

Each workshop was designed in a different way but each followed the same process
framework: the “spyral of knowledge”, where four phases are cyclically re-activated
(Formenti, 2009):

e embodied experience (or memory of it);

e aesthetic representation (by objects, autobiographical writing, telling, reading aloud
etc.);

¢ intelligent understanding (reflection, discussion, self positioning with others);

¢ deliberate action (consequences and new project, the start of a new cycle).

The workshop narrative proposals aim to create “cognitive displacements” in order to favour
sensemaking processes:
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“Explicit efforts at sensemaking tend to occur when the current state of the world is perceived
to be different from the expected state of the world, or when there is no obvious way to
engage the world” (Weick et al. 2005: 409)

Overall 50 students participated in the workshops. Their texts were shared and, with the
author's consent, published online in a website
(https://sites.google.com/site/storiedellabicocca), specifically created to make them visible to
other students and members of the institution.

B. CO-OPERATIVE INQUIRY. A REFLEXIVE STANCE ON THE WHOLE RESEARCH
PROCESS.

After the narrative workshops | started to analyse the students' narratives and | felt the lack of
an intersubijective reflection over them. So | decided to engage some participants in order to
reflect together upon the experience at university, its representations, the theories developed
by the participants and the consequences on education, generating a shared and
participatory hermeneutic circle. | based this phase on the co-operative inquiry paradigm:

“Co-operative inquiry involves two or more people researching a topic through their own
experience of it, using a series of cycles in which they move between this experience and
reflecting together on it” (Heron, 1996: 1)

The co-operative inquiry is based on key features (Heron & Reason, 1997, 2008):

e research is conducted with people rather than on people. All the subjects are fully
involved as co-researchers in all research decisions both on content (what we
research) and method (the ways we use to explore it);

e There is intentional interplay between reflection and making sense on the one hand,
and experience and action on the other;

o the co-researchers engage themselves in the actions they have agreed and observe
and record the process and outcomes of their own and each other's action and
experience;

o the full range of human capacities and sensibilities is available as an instrument of
inquiry.

The group of co-researchers decided to explore learning identity and university environment
(with its possibilities and constraints) drawing on personal life experience as well as on the
experience developed through their participation to the project “Storie della Bicocca”.

In each meeting a topic was decided and interrogated through questions able to trigger self-
reflexive writings.

The following are some of the questions that drove the exploration.

e When had | the feeling that university was eager to meet me?
¢ When did | feel that university was a place useful for me?
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e When did the university allow me to dream?

e When did | transform the university from an “unplace” to my own place (did this
happened at all)? How and what did | feel/see (or | didn't see/feel) before and after
this transformation?

¢ When did | feel recognized as an adult, with my own and proper learning interests?

The co-operative inquiry produced as a result a new project based on participant's
experiences and reflections. The project aims to create workshops where students may
explore and reflect upon their learning project, developing connections between their life and
university experience. The project could become part a of the university strategies to foster
retention: “pedagogic strategies that draw on relevant experiences, and relate them to
academic knowledge, are likely to enhance integration and promote completion” (Field,
Merrill & West 2011: 9)

5. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK TO ANALYZE STORIES ABOUT STUDENTS AND
UNIVERSITY IN RELATION.

“Some theoretical perspective underpin all research, as theory and method are intertwined
and inter-related: we cannot make sense of the world without having ideas of how the world
works or of what it is to be human. We cannot interpret the detail generated in our research
without having some framework to piece together, however provisionally, the fragments of
stories to enable them to find a place in the world.” (Merrill & West 2009: 57)

During the analysis of data | chose to employ a small number of sensitising concepts which
are intended to offer “a generale sense of reference and guidance” (Field, Merrill & West
2012)

| decided to structure my sensitising concepts in couples, considering them as two polarities
of a continuum. The two terms are considered complementary, not opposites (Keeney, 1983).
The idea was to create “open concepts” (Morin 1980): concepts able to connect ideas and
open semantic spaces, not intended to define discrete qualities.

In the analysis | decided to enlighten two dimensions:

o A: The self descriptions, the descriptions of experiences at university and of learning
processes. These dimensions are mapped through the following couples of concepts:

1. Structure/agency;
2. Reall/imagined social capital;

3. Self/mutual recognition.

e B: Descriptions of the university. This dimension is mapped through the following
couple of concepts:

- political/symbolical space.
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A. THE SELF DESCRIPTIONS, THE DESCRIPTIONS OF EXPERIENCES AT UNIVERSITY
AND OF LEARNING PROCESSES.

1. Structure/agency.

Structure and agency are mutual influencing factors. Individual agency is shaped by the
constraints of structural factors the individual experiences (family culture, class, gender etc).
The agent experiences these constraints in a subjective way, developing meanings and ways
to act them out in different ways.

This couple of concepts stress the importance of students' background (cultural, economic,
social capital) as well as how they can dynamically exploit the human and symbolic capital of
the university.

Bourdieu's notion of “habitus” is a way of exploring the social and cultural worlds of non-
traditional students. Habitus is the “great deal of everyday life is conducted on the basis of
shared values, norms and routines that are largely taken for granted” (Bourdieu, 1984: 169-
73); it depends on people's social, cultural and economic backgrounds.

A perspective based on this idea is able to show how the assumption of the institution and
the students interact and generate a plurality of results. For example, if the student and
institution assumptions are “similar’ (that means similarity in expectations, language, visions
of the world), probably they will not generate misunderstandings or clash of different frames;
the student career will probably meet the institutions previsions (fish in the water). On the
other hand, when the student habitus is “unorthodox” (fish out of water), it's possible to find
obstacles in the learning career and the risk of dropping out raises.

“In the case of university students from non-traditional backgrounds, there is likely to be a
mis-match between the student's cultural capital and the taken for granted cultural capital of
the dominant group within the university. Our expectations was that this mis-match and the
way is handled by the actors concerned, would be an important factor in explaining retention”
(Field, Merrill & West, 2011: 5)

Examples:

Daniela, mature student, is forced to re-enter in higher education by structural factors
concerning her workplace:

And for the second time we get to our expiry date. Like mozzarella itself, we are not desirable
anymore. New call for tenders with a little surprise: the coordinator must have a degree in
educational sciences. The fever to level the diploma of the school for educators and the
degree explodes. Will that be enough? Not any answer from whom in charge. You can’t
always risk, therefore I'll enroll at the Bicocca university and will graduate by the end of the
next mandate and then we’ll see if you are still able to make me feel like shit.

Daniela, during the university experience, become aware of the possibility to transform the
constraint into a new desire:
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It’'s unbelievable, that's what | needed to justify a desire. It was necessary that it was a duty,
history repeats itself, if it's only for pleasure it has no validity.

Because it is not valid to say “I like too much studying, | want to enroll at the university
because | would be happy”. Not after wasting mommy and dad’s money some more than 10
years ago, when | left literature, not after failing.

When you have these burdens to reckon with, you forget when in your youth you spent hours
and hours on books without even realize that it was dinner time. But the pleasure of learning
resists any cancellation, it just makes itself comfortable, finds a corner and waits.

Luca, mature student, tells the way in which the choice to enrol at university allows him to
become an agent:

| risked to spend a life without direction.

Enrolling at university was a turn in my life, it made me happier and this is the fundamental
thing.

[...] The reasons are connected to a change in myself and in the world surrounding me. |
don't know what the future will bring but until now this choice means self-esteem.

| feel more relaxed and I'm happy because | overcame a big obstacle. The wall was starting
the learning path, the obstacle was beginning to taste life again. The journey started with a
lot of difficulties but the first exam had an unforgettable taste: the taste of victory!

2. Real /Imagined social capital

Social capital is a multidisciplinary concept that represents all the benefits coming from social
connections. Social capital and lifelong learning are intertwined with one another: there is, in
general, a mutual beneficial relationship between these two concepts, but it is not a simple
one, depending, in fact, on a range of other elements (Field, 2008). For example, when the
network producing social capital is based on very close and strong links (bonding social
capital), the space for reflexive learning seems to decrease. In general, social connections
help to generate trust between people, and thereby foster the exchange of information and
ideas. However “the interplay between networks and learning is not simply part of the
process by which skills and techniques are shared, and information is passed around. It is
also an active part of the process of making sense of the world, by talking about feelings in
complex and apparently contradictory ways” (Field, 2005: 128)

Quinn (2010) adds further reflections to the debate. She gives to the notion of social capital a
new dimension: the networks that give benefits are not only “social”’, but also symbolic and
imagined.

“Symbolic networks may be the networks of those we know who are given a symbolic
function, imagined networks may be with those we don't know personally, or who may not
even exist, but with whom we can imagine desired connections. These networks provide
resources of power and resistance and appear to be more useful for survival than formalized
support networks are.” (Quinn 2010: 23)

Structural factors remain important, but there is here another level of interest: how are these
factors played in everyday negotiations? Which are the creative solutions found to face
them?
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“(...) universities facilitate the production of imagined social capital by opening up the strange
and the unfamiliar to be reframed and reused by students in new symbolic networks. Is this
‘making strange’, then, the distinctive role of the university within lifelong learning?” (Quinn,
2005: 15)

Examples:

Daniela, mature students, stresses the desire to make real connections between university
and workplace:

“Today I’'m even more convinced that my experience shapes me as a person in the first place
and then as a professional, because it is made of encounters and experiences. | don’t know
whether I'm learning to do a certain job, | don’t even know how I will be living a year from
now. What | do know is that I'm dedicating my mind and heart in a very personal way where
deadlines are in the background, creating space for new ideas and challenges. | don’t know
whether I'll manage to graduate or not but I'll take the many things that | have learned in my
workplace.”

Anna’s narration about her motives to be a student starts from a sense of emptiness
associated with inadequacy.

“l felt empty inside... like something left over... in the meantime the years passed, the
children grew up, and this empty space got bigger and bigger; and it produced a sense of
inadequacy. | wanted to escape from home and doing something different...”

She was inspired by a very special imagined social capital.

“l also needed money, so | accepted any occasion to work... saleswoman, clerk, attendant in
a hospital: psychiatric department. The contact with craziness pushed me to begin a new
vocational process, searching for ‘the human world”. | wanted to know why we move in a
certain direction. Do we make our own decisions? | was 45!!! | didn’t know, and actually |
don’t know by now, where the road is leading but | enjoy it. | left my job at the hospital,
stopped cleaning bedpans and vomit, but | miss those foolish men and women. Because |
found the courage to start over thanks to them. | took my life in my hands and | gave it a new
direction, with new colours and a lot of poetry.”

Anna uses her imagined social capital when she is asked to find meaning for her choice of
study at the university. The metaphors she uses express the way she embodies this
meaning, in a very deep way.

“I had a reverent fear of university, like something beautiful but | was unfit for, and then | was

infected by craziness!”
“Foolish idea... my idea”
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3. Self/mutual recognition.

Recognition become a fundamental issue when we start to consider skills and learning as
relational processes. Learning identities in transformation implies the dimension of self and
mutual recognition. This double aspect of recognition is enlightened in the studies of Paul
Ricoeur:

“To put it briefly, the dynamic that guides my investigation consists in a reversal, on the very
level of the grammar, of the verb to recognize from its use in the active voice to its use in the
passive voice: | actively recognize things, persons, myself; | ask, even demand, to be
recognized by others” (Ricoeur, 1994: x)

The necessity of being recognized by others in our identity can produce a series of different
effects. For example Honneth (1995) is interested in the struggle for recognition, Ricoeur in
the possibility of gratitude:

“It is not my genuine identity that demands to be recognized? And if, happily, this happens
does not my gratitude go to those who in one way or another have, in recognizing me,
recognized my identity?” (Ricoeur, 1994: xi)

Examples:

Carla is a mature student that left an employment in a bank to study educational sciences.
The roots of this turning point are located in the maternity experience:

Becoming parent was the most fascinating and at the same time hard event in my life. |
needed help and it was not easy to find someone really helpful, only experts with “receipts”
that didn’t fit with my needs.

I would like to transform grief in a creative act

Carla tell us how unexpected was this her new learner identity in a dialogue with herself (the
Actual Carla is “talking” with the Past Carla in one activity of the autobiographical workshops)

ActualCarla: | would like to say that you enrolled at university! You can’t believe it right? But
you asked and obtained a time off work, you took a first level degree and now you’are
studying for the second level degree!

PastCarla: Are you sure???

ActualCarla: Yes, and now you don’t work anymore at the bank! You left that job for good two
years ago

PastCarla: Beautiful! And all these things happened in eight years? | can’t believe that!
ActualCarla: Yes, everything is true!

PastCarla: I'm very happy of this new version of me!

Annamaria, mature student, tells her satisfaction for the feedbacks coming from her family
and friends:

“What a satisfaction in taking a glance at the library and see all those books! All the things |
learned. They changed me. I'm no more the same person of two years ago. My husband too
says that I'm a different person: I'm more reflexive and more critical (sometimes too much!).
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Even my friends, my relatives, everybody says that now I'm a better Anna and this fact is a
joy for me.

Luca, mature student, tells his discomfort in receiving a social feedback inconsistent with his
own learner identity:

| was at work talking with clients on my beautiful holiday in the United States when Gaia, one
of my colleagues, asked me: “So, Luca, now you are a music-therapist. What are you going
to do in the future?”.

No hesitation in my answer: “I’'m going to the university’.

Imagine my colleague look and her reaction: “What?!? But you are old!!! Are you going to live
forever with your parents???”

B: DESCRIPTIONS OF THE UNIVERSITY.
- political/symbolical space.
In defining a “political space” | assumed the perspective offered by Hannah Arendt.

According to Arendt (1958) the two central features of action are freedom and plurality. By
freedom she means the capacity to begin, to start something new, to do the unexpected, with
which all human beings are endowed by virtue of being born. Without the presence and
acknowledgement of others, action would cease to be a meaningful activity. Action, to the
extent that it requires appearing in public, making oneself known through words and deeds
can only exist in a context defined by plurality.

Plurality is a condition granted by a “space of appearance”:

“‘where | appear to others as others appear to me, where men exist not merely like other
living or inanimate things, but to make their appearance explicitly” (Arendt, 1958: 198)

Such public space of appearance can be always recreated anew wherever individuals gather
together politically. However, since it is a creation of action, this space of appearance is higly
fragile and exists only when actualized through the performance of deeds or utterance of
words.

Many narratives represented university as a “symbolic space”, a protective place, a shelter
form the “real world”. In this separated place it becomes possible to dream and imagine a
different identity and a different future. This focus reminded me the studies of Gaston
Bachelard and, in particular, his idea of house:

“l should say: the house shelters day-dreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house
allows one to dream in peace.” (Bachelard, 1957: 44)

Examples.

Veronica, mature student, is looking for an acknowledgement of her skills. This desire seems
takes an accomplishment only through the contact with the university:
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Year after year | remained Veronica, counselor, but without a degree. This is an important
point in my personal and professional life. | felt not up to others. Before going to the
university | couldn't see my skKills, even if other people aknowledged them.

Rosanna, mature student, describe university as a “mental space” useful to trigger
imagination:

Coming back to university meant maintaining a “mental space”. A space for réverie, for
imagination. A space that give meaning to everyday life. It's about maintaining a clear view
on the world, on thoughts coming from other human beings. In order not to become old in the
soul.

6. CONCLUSIONS

| structured the research results on a plurality of dimensions able, in my view, to enlighten the
experience of lifelong learning in the university context in a complex way. These processes
go beyond a mere instrumental view: the students are constantly dealing with structural
factors, relations, identity issues and imagination. University itself is often represented as a
place endowed with a plurality of meanings and expectations. These aspects could be useful
to consider in institutional strategies to foster retention.

Biographicity has been defined as the process through which we “...redesign again and
again, from scratch, the contours of our life within the specific context in which we (have to)
spend it, and that we experience these as 'shapeable' and 'designeable’ (Alheit & Dausien,
2007: 66). | think that this concept could represent a bridge between all the dimensions
mentioned. A constraint can become a possibility along autobiographical processes and vice
versa personal choices could become constraints over time. In this sense autobiographical
work could represent a resource able to connect students with the possibility to contact and
re-shape their learning story.
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GRADUATING AT OLDER AGE - WHAT ARE THE EXPECTED, SURPRISING AND
UNWANTED OUTCOMES?

Isopahkala-Bouret, Ulpukka
University of Helsinki
Finland

The purpose of my current research project’ “Ageing and expertise - Narrative inquiry into
the experiences of older adults who acquire master's degrees in their fifties” (9/2011 —
8/2014) is to investigate in-depth why experienced professionals enrol in degree-oriented
university programs in mid-life, and what kinds of benefits the new master’s degree brings to
their remaining careers. There have been earlier studies on access, motives, study
experiences, and outcomes of adult learning in the context of higher education. There have
been also recent studies on ageing at work and on learning of older workers. However, most
of these studies have not focused exclusively on ageing and the interface between education
and working life as this study does (see however Davey 2002; Jamieson 2007).

Human capital theory, that informs current education policy, assumes that the primary
motivation for individuals to attend higher education is the enhancement of their economic
and social status (van der Merwe 2010). Individuals invest time, money and effort in their
studies and acquire different types of ‘capital’ from it (cf. Swain and Hammond 2013;
Jamieson et al. 2009; Schuller et al. 2002), including:
- human capital (knowledge and skills gained through education, a
degree/qualification),
- social capital (resources gained through networks, connections, and close
relationships with other members of society), and
- personal/identity capital (self-esteem, attitudes, aspirations, and dispositions affecting
identity).

The concept of ‘capital’ can be useful when analysing the outcomes of higher education.
However, it is debatable how far individuals make calculations about returns when they
decide to attend higher education studies (Schuller et al. 2004). Moreover, the rhetoric of
‘capital’ does not translate directly into the everyday experiences of all graduates. All degrees
do not bring the same returns and all graduates are not considered as having the same
status in the labour market (Kivinen and Ahola 1999; Isopahkala-Bouret, in review). Social
differences such as gender, ethnicity, social background and age further contribute to
differences in perceived outcomes (Brennan et al. 2000).

Prior studies have shown that older students cite employment related reasons for studies
less frequently than younger students (Jamieson 2007; Brennan et al. 2000). However, work-
related reasons still dominate in higher education studies of those older students who
simultaneously participate in working life (Davey 2002). Most older students who attend
universities are employed, and most of those who are employed are senior or middle-ranking
professionals or managers (e.g. Jamieson 2007; Davey 2002). Those who are 50-60 years
olds have the highest incomes compared to younger mature students (Jamieson 2007;
Brennan et al., 2000). Therefore, the most commonly reported employment-related benefit of

' The project is funded by Academy of Finland.
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higher education is not increased income, but an improvement in the current work situation
or job satisfaction (Jamieson 2007).

Particularly those older students who are doing Master’s studies believe that a new degree
will have a positive effect on their future career (Davey 2002). Master’s degree experiences
are highly beneficial as a learning experience, as professional development, and as a
leadership experience for students and graduates of all ages (Conrad et al. 1998). The
purpose of this study is to provide an in-depth investigation of the kinds of outcomes a newly
completed Master’s degree brings to experienced professionals. The specific target group of
the study is graduates who completed their university studies in their fifties and who have not
yet reached retirement age. The research questions are defined as follows:

- What are the expected outcomes of Master’s studies for older graduates?

- What are the surprising and unwanted outcomes?

Most prior studies have only focused on the benefits of higher education and have not
reported the disadvantages, even if some studies have also enquired about negative
consequences (Bennion et al. 2011). According to Creech et al. (2010) university studies
produced some negative effects on the private life of students aged 50+, including having
insufficient time for socializing and their family and friends not understanding why they had
committed so much time to their studies. These negative impacts lasted as long as the
studies lasted. However, even in Creech et al.’s study the focus was not on potential
negative impacts following graduation.

THE EMPIRICAL STUDY

The study is based on 14 interviews with older graduates from two different research-
oriented universities in Finland. The interviewees were recruited by using the student
registers of the universities and by contacting the potential interviewees by email or post.
Two of the interviewees were men and the remainder were women. This gender difference
reflects the usual gender divide among older university graduates. The age range of the
interviewees was 54 — 62 at the time of interviews, and they had graduated one to five years
earlier. Nine interviewees had acquired a Master’s degree (M.Sc.) in Business and five had
acquired a Master’s degree in social sciences (MSSc). Ten interviewees had first university
degrees acquired in the 1970’s or early 1980’s and the remaining four had completed prior
university degrees as adult graduates in the 21% century. All interviewees had been employed
in professional or managerial positions in the public or private sector. At the time of
interviews, one was self-employed, one was fully retired and one was in part-time retirement.

The interviews were conducted during the winter 2012/2013. The interviews included
accounts of the participants’ prior educational and professional histories, of study motivation,
and the outcomes experienced from having gained a Master's degree in mid-life. The
interviews lasted approximately 60 to 90 minutes. They took place at the university or the
interviewee’s workplace, with the exception of one interview that was conducted by phone.
All the interviews were tape-recorded and the research assistant wrote word-to-word
transcripts based on these tape-recordings. The transcripts also included non-verbal
expressions, such as pauses, repetition, laughter and sighs. The interviews were conducted
in Finnish, and the quotations used in this article were translated in English.
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At the beginning of the data analysis process, all the major outcomes that older graduates
mentioned during the interviews were inductively coded. The analysis continued by
classifying these outcomes according to the typology created by Swain & Hammond (2013).

- Professional outcomes = those that affect professional life by acquiring specific skills

- Economic outcomes = those that affect employment and finances

- Personal outcomes = those that affect a person’s identity and their personal life

- Social outcomes = those that affect wider networks, such as relationships and

participation in various professional bodies

During the course of the interviews, the major outcomes of the Master’s degree were usually
described by the interviewees telling personal stories about what happened after graduation.
Those extended narratives signified how the interviewees interpreted study outcomes in
relation to their age and expectations. Therefore, at the second phase of analysis, a unique
way to analyse both the content and form of ‘outcome-narratives’ was developed. The
purpose of such narrative analysis was to see how people in the flow of discourse imposed
order on their experiences and made sense of important events (Riessman 2008). The
narratives revealed great variety in the experiences of older graduates. Moreover, narrative
analysis provided a way to think beyond the data, to examine how the accounts were
culturally constructed and how they included cultural conventions and norms (Coffey and
Atkinson 1996).

THE FINDINGS

All the interviewees talked about their study experiences in a very positive manner. It had
been a ‘privilege’ and ‘pleasure’ to study in mid-life. Studying and learning itself had an
intrinsic value to these graduates, despite any other outcomes of education, and studying in
higher education was the fulfilment of a long-term ambition for many of them (cf., Jamieson
2007). This is in line with the idea that ‘education for its own sake’ is important for adult
students; i.e. they prioritise the process of studying rather than outcomes and instrumental
goal orientation (Reay 2003).

Moreover, older graduates reported the same types of outcome found in previous studies on
the outcomes of studying part-time (Swain and Hammond, 2013; Jamieson et al. 2010;
Brennan et al. 2000), Master’s studies (Conrad, Duren & Hawort 1998) and, particularly,
studying at an older age (Creech et al., 2010; Jamieson 2007; Davey 2002). These included
both economic and professional, and social and personal outcomes. In the following section,
first the expected and obvious benefits of Master’s studies will be reported. These included
new employment contracts, increased self-confidence, and higher social status. After that
surprising and unexpected outcomes of graduation will be presented. The participants’
increased educational level in middle age was a way to challenge ageist stereotypes;
however, it also intensified workplace tensions, inter-personal conflicts and competition for
status and power.

ECONOMIC AND PROFESSIONAL BENEFITS

Half of the interviewees stated that important economic benefits resulted from their Master’s
studies. Those who had experienced employment instability, and whose study motivation had

65



thus been to gain permanent employment or career progress, reported the highest economic
gains. Their Master’s degree had allowed them to change job or gain new responsibilities or
a permanent contract (instead of a temporary contract) for the position that they had already
occupied. Additionally, two had changed jobs during their studies, and it seems probable that
their approaching graduation helped them to get their new, managerial-level jobs.

| couldn’t ever have this place without that degree, | think. (...) It was a proof that - even if I'm
at that age — I'm still able to accomplish such a big thing. And they (the employers) can
assume that: ‘She knows IT skills relatively well and that kind of thing’. (Mary, 56)

One crucial reason why | got into this post was the fact that | had done a Master’s thesis and
graduated with a Master’s degree. It showed the kind of (...), when you study and get a
Master’s degree at an older age. It shows, you know, that kind of initiative and (a sigh) ability.
So that’s why they selected me. (Paula, 61)

Those who did find a new job after graduation explicitly stated that graduation at the age of
fifty carried a special significance. The new degree was a kind of a proof against ageist
stereotypes, which assume that old people do not know information technology and are no
longer proactive or creativity. Those who did not change jobs but, instead, were offered a
permanent contract (i.e. all of those who became qualified social workers) also made age-
related justifications. They noticed that with the right kind of degree they could have good
employment even if they were over 50. They also stated that ‘at that age’ employment
stability, and the financial security that it brings along, was even more important than it had
been at a younger age:

(The new degree) gave me that feeling of security. That | can apply for official positions —
even at this age. It's important. | didn’t consider it that important when | was younger. I've
been in permanent, official positions and in good work places (and | have left). When you are
younger, you don’t have to think about it (whether you will find a new job or not). Now |
realize that it's very important for me, at this stage (of my life), to have a permanent job. (...)
This new degree made that possible immediately (...). And my salary (laughs), my salary
comes now reqularly, and | don’t have to worry about it. Of course that brings me security.
(Emma, 56)

Those who did not experience any direct economic benefits from their Master’s studies
reported that the most important outcomes of studying were professional: updating
professional knowledge, learning new theories, developing a new perspective on things, etc.
A Master’s degree has been found to be a powerful professional experience for the majority
of adult students, as they actively practice their profession through engaging in teaching and
learning experiences on and off campus and connect theory with practice (Conrad et al.
1998). In this study, nearly all the participants wrote their Master’s thesis on a topic related to
their own job or to their wider work context. Professional outcomes were mostly emphasized
by people who had already had satisfying, permanent, graduate-level jobs before applying to
the Master’s programme.

Before | started these studies, | had a kind of a feeling that | knew awfully much about an
amazing number of things, that | was a very wide-ranging person. But my kind of exact
specialty, in a way, was not that in-depth anymore. (...) | started to feel that | was now at too
generic a level, you know; | didn’t know anything in-depth anymore, in a way. And therefore it
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gave me that (motivation) to do the entire programme in (subject X). Now at least | know who
has researched that subject and who have been the ‘gurus’ (laughs) throughout these years.
(Pia, 62)

PERSONAL AND SOCIAL BENEFITS

Personal outcomes were, in most cases, described in relation to ‘professional identity’, i.e.
how the person sees his or her role in work settings. Only one women mentioned personal
benefits that were not at all related to her work or professional identity. She had studied
languages as part of her business degree, and as a result had been able to meet new
people, form an intimate relationship, and spend holidays abroad. For the other interviewees,
the most widely mentioned personal benefit was increased confidence: the feeling of
certainty while performing work duties (cf. Isopahkala-Bouret 2005). Such confidence was
integral to their sense of professional identity.

(Has this graduation changed you as a person?) It is good (laughs) to know who you are,
like, professionally. (...) It changes and shapes your identity. So that it is now something,
part... part of me. It is a very different thing to say that I'm a social worker and graduated
from (this good) university’ than (to say): ‘Okay. I'm kind of doing this job, but | don’t have any
qualifications.” I'm certain now that | have those (qualifications) that are required, what the
law requires. So | know that I'm qualified. It brings confidence to my way of working, to my
competence. (Helen, 55)

Confidence is understood in popular literature as stemming from good self-esteem. It is
commonly related to letting oneself be less fearful, spontaneous, and natural. A confident
person feels powerful and comfortable. However, in this study confidence was not
understood in individualistic terms, but as a context-related and social phenomenon
(Isopahkala-Bouret 2005). Professional confidence results from social recognition. People
need constant acknowledgement and appreciation from others — colleagues, supervisors,
customers, etc. — of the work they are doing. In this case, it was important that others
recognized that the participants were experts and had the most legitimate and up-to-date
knowledge (cf. Isopahkala-Bouret 2005). Such recognition brings social status and the
potential to influence other people’s thinking and behaviour (Fiske 2010). So confidence is
closely bound up with professional status.

The interviewees stated that the social outcomes of their Master’s studies were mostly
restricted to professional status, i.e. to the respect accorded them by society and their
working community (Fiske 2010). Having high-level educational credentials creates
expectations that affect inter-personal relationships and convey social status (Fiske 2010).
This rise in status is not the same thing as a formal promotion, and it does not necessarily
lead to direct power over resources. In this study, it was more to do with informal
relationships, professional networks and memberships of different boards and committees. It
was a question of having the legitimacy to state an expert opinion and have expert authority.
However, such status was not a natural outcome of a Master’s degree. Instead, there were
on-going power negotiations between different actors on who had the right to express
opinions and who had the right to say how things should be understood. Nevertheless, many
interviewees stated that after graduation, they could better express and defend their
opinions, and that others listened to them differently.
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Well, nothing really (changed) in a way (after | graduated and got my degree).

Except that (p). I've noticed at least that (p).

The things that I'm saying now have more weight in this management board. (...)

| dare more to speak up, if | have something to say in our meetings.

Because, if | think backwards, when | didn’t have this degree,

| participated in these management meetings from time to time,

but | was a secretary then.

(.-)

Now I'm a more equal member than before in that (management) group.

| also feel that | have more, more to give to this (p), this business of ours... (Anna, 54)

THE SURPRISING AND UNWANTED OUTCOMES

For those who had experienced career stagnation or who had been dissatisfied with their job
for some other reason prior to their new degree, the plan was to change job after graduation.
They wanted to gain a qualification which would open doors to interesting positions.
However, surprisingly, not everybody wanted to realize that goal once they had received their
degree. One mentioned that there had not been any positions interesting enough to apply for
and that she would keep on looking. Two others said that their own organization had
proposed such interesting challenges that they had stopped looking for alternatives from
outside. A further two people said that they could not find the motivation to change work
community one more time because they thought that their knowledge was most valuable in
their current workplaces. Reasons for leaving or staying were related to the social recognition
that these people had experienced before and after graduation as well as their age-
expectations, i.e. what they felt was the right thing to do at their age.

As was shown in the previous section, one of the most common outcomes that people
expected from graduating with a Master’s degree was an increase in professional recognition
and status. Nevertheless, there were some interviewees who were surprised to discover that
their colleagues did not always react positively to their educational achievements. Some
participants were also shunned and rejected by their working communities, some
experienced the direct or indirect envy of others and some said that their supervisor felt they
had become a threat now that they held a similar (or higher) qualification.

You know, if there’s a subordinate who does some further studies

and who already has a high-level of education and a lot of work experience,
it’s not only a positive thing.

Instead it’s, in a way, a threat, as well.

(...)

Really, (graduation) didn’t bring that kind of (positive response...).

| can’t now really tell you details of these situations.

But (p), but it even arouses a little bit of envy. (...)

It’s not the kind of a thing that (people) really (celebrate) with open arms:
“It's so lovely that you’re so competent!”

(--)

Human jealousy appears.

And for instance, maybe your supervisor isn’t even aware that you represent a small threat to
him,
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because you have more education than him. (Emma, 56)

Emma had had the full support of her supervisor and colleagues as long as she was
studying. People were encouraging; lifelong learning was a positive thing. However, as soon
as she graduated, attitudes changed. Emma’s boss did not recognize her new competencies;
she saw no changes in her job responsibilities and no progress in her career. On the
contrary, her boss felt at risk because Emma was now qualified to apply for a position similar
to his. Colleagues (especially those who did not have the same level of qualifications) felt
envious because Emma now had something more than they had.

Emma was not the only one who had experienced negative reactions from colleagues. Some
colleagues had even tried to openly play down or ignore the new graduate’s academic
knowledge. One woman in particular, who had a prior vocational diploma, and who acquired
both her Bachelor’'s and Master’s degree in mid-life, experienced rejection from her former
colleagues. After graduation she moved away from her previous, practical duties and began
working in close collaboration with her manager in such matters as quality assurance. Her
former colleagues expressed more or less directly that she was not ‘one of us’ anymore
because she had climbed the social hierarchy (cf. Moore 2003; Reay 2003). Most
interpersonal tensions were not as directly related to class conflict; rather, they focused on
competition over professional authority. One woman even had to leave her workplace after
graduation because some colleagues openly criticised her Master’'s thesis and thus
questioned her newly acquired professional expertise.

The conflict situations that the older graduates described were conceptualized from their own
subjective vantage point: they expected to achieve recognized status after graduation and
enjoy the other benefits that a new degree is commonly thought to provide. However, these
conflicts were not only about particular interpersonal tensions. They were also highly
illustrative of the broader framework of conditions that generate frustrations among older
graduates. The way that the work community reacted to the new status of these older
employees as highly-qualified workers was revealing much about existing work hierarchies
and the conflict between different occupational groups.

Graduating with a Master’s degree at the age of fifty intensified the positional competition for
prestige and power (Brown et al. 2003). A new Master’s degree gave a relative advantage in
comparison with those without a similar degree. These older graduates were already highly
experienced, and now they also had advanced academic credentials. Consequently, they
were potentially competing for positions higher up the hierarchy. People assigned to the
upper levels of hierarchies enjoy improved status: they receive more respect, recognition and
importance (Fiske 2010). The increased status of these older graduates went against the
self-interest of those people whose status and power was diminished as a consequence.
That is why older graduates faced social conflicts and were forced to re-negotiate their social
potions and their relationships with former colleagues and upper management.
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DISCUSSION

This study revealed the kinds of outcome a newly acquired Master’s degree produces for
adults who graduate in their fifties. First, there were several benefits. A Master’'s degree
helped older graduates to obtain greater responsibility inside and outside their own
organization. Furthermore, Master’s degree studies were a powerful professional experience
in terms of updating professional knowledge, learning new theories and developing new
perspectives. They also reported an increase in personal confidence and social status as a
major outcome of their Master’s degree.

In a culture were university degrees, and especially Master's degrees, are highly
appreciated, like Finland’'s, a degree is taken as proof of one’s expertise. It provides
legitimacy for positions in social hierarchies at work and elsewhere. This high level
qualification brings confidence because it is commonly accepted as a qualification that
symbolizes all the attributes of good professionals (Baker 2011; Brown 2001). It is expected
to bring a better position in relation to less-qualified colleagues and to open doors to better
jobs in the labour market and a higher status inside organizational hierarchies (Brown,
Hesketh & Williams 2003). Education defines how organizational status and resources are
allocated to different groups of people (Baker 2011). Most importantly, those who are less
qualified should not question the authority of those with a Master’s level qualification.

All the positive outcomes that the interviewees of this study reported seemed obvious; they
were what one could expect to follow after graduation. However, these positive outcomes did
not appear automatically and they were not realized to the same extent for everyone. It was
surprising to learn more about the age-related dynamics of graduation. Those who were able
to move to new responsibilities after the graduation said that having a recognized degree in
one’s fifties helped to negotiate against age-stereotyping and increase ‘employability’ (Brown,
Hesketh & Williams 2003). Master’'s studies in mid-life may also protect individuals from
being subject to unfavourable ageism in recruitment situations (cf. Irni 2010).

Finally, not all the outcomes were positive, as there were also some less obvious effects of
graduation. As the new degree potentially increased the social and professional status of
these older employees, they faced new kinds of conflicts at work. Competition at work moved
one level higher, and the older graduates needed to negotiate their position and re-establish
their relationships with upper management and former colleagues. However, it should be
borne in mind that even if some people experienced some surprising and negative outcomes,
they also experienced other very beneficial outcomes from their studies. Moreover, studying
itself was experienced as a very satisfying and enjoyable activity.

Age is integral to the experiences of older graduates. The outcomes of a higher education
degree are interpreted through normative age-constructions: what is necessary, expected
and allowed for people at the age of 50+. Graduation did not impact on the employment and
professional status of older graduates in the same way that it does for younger graduates, as
many already had relatively high social status, good employment and well-established social
relations prior to their graduation. Age was seen both as a marker of prestige and seniority
and also a limiting factor in terms of the choices available (Isopahkala-Bouret 2013). A
master’s degree did not provide the same opportunities and ‘returns’ for everybody. Age,
understood as a social difference, brought its own complexity to the analysis of the outcomes
of education.
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ABSTRACT

Citizen Science (CS) refers to a form of research collaboration that engages volunteers
without formal scientific training in contributing to empirical scientific projects. Virtual Citizen
Science (VCS) projects engage participants in online tasks. VCS has demonstrated its
usefulness for research, however little is known about its learning potential for volunteers.
This paper reports on research exploring the learning outcomes and processes in VCS. In
order to identify different kinds of learning, 32 exploratory interviews of volunteers were
conducted in three different VCS projects. We found six main learning outcomes related to
different participants' activities in the project. Volunteers learn on four dimensions that are
directly related to the scope of the VCS project: they learn at the task/game level, acquire
pattern recognition skills, on-topic content knowledge, and improve their scientific literacy.
Thanks to indirect opportunities of VCS projects, volunteers learn on two additional
dimensions: off topic knowledge and skills, and personal development. Activities through
which volunteers learn can be categorized in two levels: at a micro (task/game) level that is
direct participation to the task, and at a macro level, i.e. use of project documentation,
personal research on the Internet, and practicing specific roles in project communities. Both
types are influenced by interactions with others in chat or forums. Most learning happens to
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be informal, unstructured and social. Volunteers do not only learn from others by interacting
with scientists and their peers, but also by working for others: they gain knowledge, new
status and skills by acting as active participants, moderators, editors, translators, community
managers, etc. in a project community. This research highlights these informal and social
aspects in adult learning and science education and also stresses the importance for learning
through the indirect opportunities provided by the project: the main one being the opportunity
to participate and progress in a project community, according to one's tastes and skills.

"Much of what people know about science is learned informally™

Citizen science refers to a form of research collaboration that engages volunteers in
contributing to empirical scientific projects. This participation can take several forms
including: volunteer computing, volunteer sensing (data collection), volunteer thinking (data
analysis and interpretation), participatory action research (Grey, 2009, Haklay, 2013).

The majority of citizen science projects that have emerged over the last decade are “virtual”,
i.e. engage participants in online tasks. Most of these projects either ask participants to help
perform tasks that computers cannot do or for which “many eyes” are needed. Some of the
most successful projects operate on a massive scale and rely on tens of thousands of
participants, e.g. the 18 projects of the Zooniverse coalition attract over 800,000 participants.
Some Citizen Science projects have been remarkably successful in advancing scientific
knowledge. As one metric of scientific success, Dickinson et al. (2010) estimate that over
1000 peer-reviewed publications and technical reports have been produced using data from
just eight large-scale projects (quoted by Shirk et al., 2012). While the main goal of such
projects is “helping science”, project initiators also aim to interest participants in their
research and either implicitly or explicitly expect participants to learn something about the
subject matter or research methods. However, so far little is known about what exactly
people learn and how they learn in such projects. The aim of this research is to conduct a
preliminary study of the different types of learning that occur within virtual citizen science
projects.

1. VIRTUAL CITIZEN SCIENCE AS A LEARNING TOOL?

Public participation in scientific research has become increasingly popular, thanks to
technological and social changes (Haklay, 2013). Virtual Citizen Science (VCS) — as opposed
to “classic citizen science” — is a unique form of computer-mediated interaction, where
members of the public collaborate with professional scientists to conduct scientific research
(Reed et al. 2012). There are a wide variety of VCS projects, all with their own research
questions and tasks. Volunteers participate because they are intrinsically motivated (Rotman
et al., 2012) to contribute to a scientific project by an interest in the topic, e.g. astronomy?,
protein-folding®, brain-mapping®, theoretical physics®, volunteer computing®. It is commonly

! Learning in the wild, Nature, 464, 813-814 (8 April 2010).
2 Galaxy Zoo. http://www.galaxyzoo.org/;

Stardust@home. http://stardustathome.ssl.berkeley.edu/

® Foldit. http://fold.it/portal/

* Eyewire. https://eyewire.org/

° Test4Theory. http://lhcathome2.cern.ch/test4theory/

® BOINC. http://boinc.berkeley.edu/
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thought that VCS projects also result in participants learning through observation and
engagement about the subject of research and experiencing the process of scientific
investigation. This learning could occur both informally (intentional informal learning or
incidental learning), and formally whenever scientists provide formal teaching to train
volunteers. However, as of yet, only a handful of studies have investigated learning in VCS.

LEARNING IN CITIZEN SCIENCE

While the contribution of volunteers to scientific data collection and analysis has been well
documented, there is still limited research on how participation in Citizen Science projects
may affect learning: "The growth in citizen science programs over the past two decades
suggests that we need to evaluate their effectiveness in meeting educational goals" (Crall et
al., 2012). When available, results on learning focus on effects of participation on scientific
literacy (Bonney et al., 2009; Cronje et al., 2011; Crall et al., 2012; Price & Lee, 2013) and on
content-knowledge (Jordan et al., 2011). Some projects also advocate changes in everyday
behaviour (Jordan et al., 2011). A lot of these studies (except Price & Lee's study) deal with
conservation projects, i.e. traditional citizen science as opposed to VCS.

A look at their results shows that the effects of participation on scientific literacy are difficult to
assess: "In our study, participant knowledge of the nature of science and science-process
skills did not change, despite explicit instruction" (Jordan et al., 2011). Trumbull et al. (2000)
found no effect on scientific literacy with quantitative measures, however, qualitative analyses
of 750 letters revealed that 80% showed evidence of some scientific inquiry among
participants. Crall et al. (2012) also found no changes in science literacy or overall attitudes
between tests administered just before and after a one-day training program, matching
results from other studies. However, they found improvements in science literacy and
knowledge using context-specific measures and in self-reported intentions to engage in pro-
environmental activities. Cronje et al. (2011) also assessed the effect of invasive species
monitoring training on the scientific literacy of citizen volunteers thanks to contextual multi-
item instruments and they were able to demonstrate significant increases in the scientific
literacy of citizen scientists. The authors conclude that "there remains little published
evidence that citizen science experiences can improve the scientific literacy of participants",
maybe due of the lack of specific evaluation tools, which would be able to detect the very
specific learning at stake (p.136).

There is another promising focus for learning that relates to social involvement within VCS
communities. Price and Lee (2013) report how volunteers' attitudes towards science and
epistemological beliefs about the nature of science changed after six months of participation
in an astronomy VCS project called Citizen Sky. Analysis of pre- and post-test data of 333
volunteers who participated for at least six months in the project reveals a positive change in
scientific attitudes. Correlating these data with the participation paths of the subjects in the
project, the researchers conclude that improvement in scientific literacy is related to
participation in the social components of the program but not to amount of contributed data.

Gains in content knowledge may be easier to detect (Brossard et al., 2005). Jordan et al.
(2011) report 24% knowledge increase of invasive plants, but simultaneously state that
participation was insufficient (too short) to increase understanding of how scientific research
is conducted. Participants reported increased ability to recognize invasive plants and
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increased awareness of invasive plants’ effects on the environment, but this translated little
into behaviour regarding invasive plants.

SUPPORTING LEARNING AND CREATIVITY IN THE CITIZEN CYBERLAB7 PROJECT

The Citizen Cyberlab project (2012) aims to investigate learning and creativity in VCS, then
implement the most effective design elements in future projects and evaluate their
effectiveness. In this contribution we try to gain insights on what participants can learn and on
how they learn within a set of contrasted VCS projects. We are interested in capturing all
forms of learning, e.g., formal learning related to task achievement, informal learning about
the research field, and incidental learning about various topics. The outcome of this
qualitative exploratory research will be presented as initial typology of learning that can
inspire both citizen science project design and further investigations.

2. METHODOLOGY AND DATA COLLECTED

Exploratory interviews on usage, motivation, learning, creativity and sociability in VCS
projects were combined with online observations in projects and forums to understand what
kind of learning processes, if any, were occurring. 32 semi-structured exploratory interviews
with participants in different types of VCS projects (volunteer computing, volunteer thinking
and volunteer gaming) were conducted from December, 2012 to June, 2013. Three main
projects were selected on the basis of their diversity, as they provided different kinds of tasks
associated with various levels of volunteers' participation:

- volunteer computing activities, by analyzing volunteer involvement into the BOINC
world of projects (http://boinc.berkeley.edu/), in which volunteers are asked to give
free computing power for distributed calculations for scientific projects;

- volunteer thinking, by analyzing volunteer involvement into OIld Weather
(http://www.oldweather.org/), a transcription project from multiple partners including
the The Met Office (the UK’s National Weather Service), the UK and US National
Archives, and the National Maritime Museum in London, in which volunteers are
asked to transcribe logbooks from Royal Navy and US ships from a hundred years
ago in order to investigate climate change;

- volunteer gaming, by analyzing Eyewire (http://eyewire.org/), a scientific "game to
map the brain", provided by the Department of Brain and Cognitive Sciences at MIT,
in which volunteers are colouring puzzles to map the 3D structure and connections of
neurons in the retina of mice.

This paper will present the results from the thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) of our
exploratory interviews. This work entailed the following steps: full transcription of the
interviews, anonymization of the transcripts, analysis of the transcripts using iterative reading
and coding categories, comparison of our analyses in a 2 day data analysis workshop, and
finally presentation and discussion of the preliminary findings with the Citizen CyberLab
partners in a 2 hour interactive workshop.

" http://citizencyberlab.eu/
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3. RESULTS

The results demonstrate the variety of learning outcomes and learning paths in VCS, as well
as the prevalence of unexpected and incidental learning effects.

LEARNING HAPPENS IN VCS

Most participants report experiencing learning effects due to their participation in VCS
projects. These learning effects were often surprising for the volunteers. Some participants
consider learning as an interesting but unexpected by-product of their contribution to science.
For instance, when asked "Was learning initially an objective for you in the project?”, one
participant answers: "A little bit, initially. | suppose | thought | might learn something, but |
learned an awful lot more than | thought | would. | think my initial objective was, you know,
this looks like something good to do, to help people find out about the climate, but then the
more | got into it, the more | got into it [laughter]". The motivation patterns of volunteers are
out of the scope of this paper and will be dealt with in further work. However, our study so far
strongly confirms that interest (defined as personal curiosity for science or for some specific
scientific and social topics and desire to support science) is a key reason for involvement in
VCS projects.

Some participants do engage in VCS projects with the explicit desire to learn and discover
new things: "Absolutely, learning is part of it. Every scientific project has a purpose and | like
to find out what the purpose is.” Here learning appears to be at first related to curiosity, the
wish to explore new things and new scientific domains. Discovering the purpose of a project
by taking part offers an interesting intellectual challenge. Novelty and “coolness” of the
projects are important motivational drivers. This initial expectation for learning opportunities is
also related to another driver of the motivation of participants: the wish to use their free time
in a productive way and not to waste it. This expectation is true at the collective level
(contributing to a scientific project, efficiently and directly helping scientists) and at a personal
level (pursuing at the best level their personal interests, learning, being part of an interesting,
nice and prestigious community).

Learning happens also beyond the scope of initial discovery. Another participant reports:
"Absolutely, understanding it and then just being able to participate in it and then to learn
from it, and just doing something | enjoy, made it even better". For this participant, learning
happens as a result of “doing” and extends the enjoyment of participation. They enjoy
learning in a fun way. This enjoyment effect is reported by many participants: "(as for me),
I've learned lots and lots about different aspects of science or different sciences"; "(as for the
society), | think people can really learn things in a fun way". Another participant says: "It's an
easier way to learn things than do a course. Maybe you have a small part of it, but you pick
things up on the way. | think that’s also interesting for people to say well | tried the project
and | didn’t know much about it but now I’'m very interested and I’'m learning more and more
about it. "

Lastly, some participants report observing learning outcomes for themselves although they
didn't consider learning as a primary goal. One participant says: "Um learning was not a
priority for me. It happens but | don’t do it for that purpose.” Another answers: "No it was not
one of the reasons, | didn't realise what the opportunities would be when | joined. But it is
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something that has happened as a result of taking part". Another one reports: "It sure has
become a learning experience. | think | just got into it a first because I'm fascinated with
weather, it sounded kind of cool. Then | started playing around with it and | got hooked." This
is particularly interesting for the study of informal learning, as it relates to unintentional
learning in informal environments, a topic which requires additional naturalistic research.

So, learning happens, be it expected or not, as a product of participation in VCS projects. Is it
possible to define more precisely what kind of learning happens in this context, and how? In
our analyses, we identified six types of learning outcomes, which are related to different
activities in which volunteers may engage online (see Fig 1):

How do participants learn? What do they learn?
—m 1. Task/game mechanics
) N
i | Contributing to
o the task
5 — M <. Pattern recognition
Interacting with
others
— 3. Ontopic learning
Using external
resources —p 4, Scientific process
5 | Using project 5. Off topic knowledge
documentation r aII:d sk ills ;
Personal
S — —# 6. Perszonal development

Figure 1: Learning incitizen science projects

With respect to “how they learn” we can distinguish between task related or “micro” learning
(what participants learn when they engage in observing, classifying, solve puzzles, etc.) and
off-task or “macro” learning, i.e. when participants engage in online forums, look up
information on the Internet, study project documentation or augment the citizen science
environment. Interacting with others can happen in both contexts and seems to boost
learning. The distinction between micro and macro levels of involvement has been made in
gaming research, where the term "macro-involvement" refers to player's general motivations
for engaging with games" and the term "micro-involvement" refers to "the moment by
moment instance of game play" (Calleja, 2007). lacovides (2012) presents the Gaming
Involvement and Informal Learning model, that distinguishes between how and what people
learn through micro and macro level gaming. This conceptual distinction also exists within the
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game design community, in which the term "metagaming" refers to an important set of
player's creative and collective activities in the game universe, outside of the game itself
(Elias et al., 2012).

In the context of VCS, learning at the micro level mostly refers to learning the interface, e.g.
participants will be able to solve increasingly difficult tasks. In addition they also develop
pattern recognition capacities, i.e. become experts in “seeing” a structure in Eyewire.
Learning at the macro level leads to all sort of learning that we can roughly divide into four
kinds: learning about the respective science domain, about how research is conducted (the
scientific process), and more surprisingly, various sorts of off-topic learning as well as in
terms of personal development. We shall illustrate and discuss these categories in more
detail below.

SIX TYPES OF LEARNING OUTCOMES
(1) Task-Game mechanics

Our observations on the online forums and analyses of interviews suggest that participants
firstly learn task/game mechanics, including the commands of the interface, the rules and
concepts of the game.

For example, in the Eyewire project, people discover step by step the terms, concepts and
rules of the game. Thanks to the videos presenting the project, online tutorials and training
sequences, they learn the interface, the buttons to click and commands to activate to
perform the task, rotate the 3D view, colour and unicolor the 2D view, erase if sections have
been coloured by mistake, etc. (see Fig 2 for a summary of Eyewire's basic commands).

They also learn about the rules of the game, especially the credit system (how points are
calculated), how this credit system relates to their performance, how they can use these
results as a feedback tool, to improve themselves.

They also learn specific concepts instantiated in the game. For example, they learn what
"cubes" or what "trailblazing”" means, a term used in Eyewire to refer to the first player
exploring a new cube.

By requesting help in trying to solve technical problems, participants may be actively in touch
for the first time with the players' community behind. Learning at the project mechanics level
distinguishes between newcomers and experienced players. The Frequently Asked
Questions are typically answering uncertainties occurring at this level and disappearing with
simple gaming experience. Learning can be observed at this level by the transformation of
novices, who ask frequently asked questions, to more expert players, able to answer these
questions.
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Figure 2: help summary for 3D and 2D controls in Eyewire

(2) Pattern Recognition

A subset of Citizen Science projects ask volunteers to analyse data, like pictures,
soundtracks or texts, in order to classify them by identifying recurring patterns defined by the
research team. In these kinds of projects, participants develop step-by-step pattern
recognition skills. By looking repeatedly at the same kind of data, with clear analysis
instructions, volunteers get a sense of what is meaningful in these data, normal/abnormal,
and develop tacit expectations. As a participant states in her interview: "Now | can see". A
participant in the Old Weather project explained that "franscribing, you get a feeling of what is
possible": one develops expectations on how the weather could reasonably evolve in a given
part of the world based on previous occurrences and temporal successions in logbooks.
These expectations help the volunteers to get the meaning of difficult words, written with
difficult-to-read handwriting or very pale ink. "Guessing" correctly is part of the transcribing
process in that case, and knowledge of specific terms as well as expectations on what
should normally follow help do the job confidently.

The similarity of this learning by repeated exposure to data and progressive building of
pattern recognition skills, with some recommendations of experienced researchers to
younger colleagues to "look" carefully and repeatedly at their data, may come to mind. In
these cases, the very mechanisms of the project, which require volunteers to look repeatedly
at similar data, put them in the position of developing these pattern recognition skills usually
found in experts (Larkin et al., 1980). But they are limited to specific kinds of data - such as
retina slices prepared with a specific method (Eyewire), or weather reports (Old Weather).

(3) On topic learning

On topic learning refers to content knowledge related to the scientific topic of the VCS
project. Provided that the project mechanics integrate real scientific methods and concepts,
participants may learn these by simply playing the game or performing the task - i.e., at the
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micro level. However, this topical learning mostly happens at the macro level, through an
additional involvement of the participant beyond the task or game itself. In particular,
participants search for various topics on the Internet. Internet search may be driven by
problems arising at the task/play level, but it is most generally found when volunteers engage
in side-activities in the project community, which complement the task/game itself: for
example controlling data quality, discussing with others in forums, updating community
forums, or translating project news.

Searching the Internet to solve the problems one encounters when performing the task is a
common pattern of volunteers' activities. Internet searching is initiated either by curiosity
based for example on keywords or names learnt doing the task, or by problem-solving. A
participant in Eyewire reports having researched the Internet to find typical forms of Ganglion
or Starbust Amacrine cells, in order to make better decisions when confronted to difficult
choices in the game. He was actively looking for pictures in order to increase his recognition
skills and take informed decisions in the game. In this additional Internet search process,
participants learn a lot about topics which are directly related to the scientific focus of the
project. For example, in Old Weather participants learn about geography of old times or
specific historical events. A participant says for example: "now I’'m doing a ship that has just,
as of last night, has finished blockading Cuba. Eventually it's supposed to go back up
towards the North Pole. Sometimes you look at these things and say, 'What the heck is going
on?' and then you start googling 'What was going on in Havana in 1888', why am | here ?
[laughter]".

Participants in Old Weather explained how they search on the Internet to find the correct
spelling of old places: "When I'm transcribing, | often do try to look up the geographical type
things to make sure | have them spelt correctly, but editing process is much more detailed
because you want to make sure you've got it absolutely right. A lot of the geographical
names have changed completely, from the first World War til now, obviously some of the
countries have changed their names and that sort of thing but we’re trying to pin down
exactly what it is and get the first names right both in terms of what they were at the time and
how they are now. So I've learned an awful lot about geography that | didn’t know before”.
Learning here appears to be driven by difficulty (the difficulty of spelling names correctly) and
the wish to "get it absolutely right". Therefore, engagement in a community, in which the
output of one's work will be used, is a major motivation for learning: volunteers want to do
things right, not only for themselves, but also because their work is a valuable scientific
contribution to a community of peers.

Some volunteers may have specific roles in the project, or in the participants' community. In
the Boinc world, communities of volunteers have been built on the initiative of Citizen
Scientists, on a local, usually linguistic, basis. Describing the social dynamics in these
communities is out of the scope of this paper. However, these organizations offer specific
roles and responsibilities to distinguished members: administrators take the responsibility of
running the community at a technical level and taking fundamental decisions; moderators
take the responsibility to moderate, clean and tidy the forums, as well as to initiate
discussions and support newcomers; some volunteers update specific sections or projects,
going on the Internet to find the latest information and translating them into their mother
language to share them with the community; others read, summarize or translate research
reports, news and papers. So doing, they may learn about protein folding, malaria or physics
respectively in the Rosetta@home, FightMalaria@home and LHC@home projects. "Being in
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charge" therefore appears to be a nice way to increase learning, as one performs additional
work for the benefits of the whole community.

Content knowledge resulted not just from participating at the micro level (contributing to the
task, playing the game), but from how the task motivated the participants to find out more
about different related topics through interacting with others and consulting external
resources such as the Internet or books. The project provides not only a context and the
motivation (solving the task) to do so, but also basic “tools” like keywords, concepts or
references, which serve as entry doors into the topic. One participant observes: "you can tell
they read the book because of their involvement in the project and not the other way around".
Experience at the micro-level may provide the incentives for actively seeking more structured
knowledge beyond the requirements of the project.

(4) Scientific literacy

Participants often describe potential learning through Citizen Science projects, especially at
the collective, social level, in terms of increasing their scientific literacy. This scientific literacy
is first linked to a general scientific culture: it is about better understanding what science
does and how scientists work, which research questions they formulate nowadays and how
they try to answer them. Talking about his experience in volunteer computing, one participant
says: "If the researchers give feedback to the volunteers on what they do, try to explain what
they do, I think all this can improve the global scientific culture. Show citizens that science is
useful. When they watch TV, they constantly hear about scientific catastrophes. These
projects enable us to go beyond this vision of catastrophe science.” This participant adds: "/t
transforms the short term vision. Experimenting Citizen Science projects, people understand
that science takes more time and may have different goals. Science is not only a financial
statement at the end of the semester or year. There is a long term vision." Direct experience
of scientific data and analyses may enable a large number of people to transform their views
on science to incorporate some of its specific realities:

- Science takes time e.g: "That’s really something I've learned, not that | thought it was
instantaneous, but that science can take really a long time".

- Failures are considered normal risks and contribute to exploration. Participants
understand this through long-term participation, when they read research news and
see how the project is involving to meet its goals.

- Science involves the use of rigorous procedures and controlled protocols. Awareness
of these methodological requests appeared in a group of forum participants in
Eyewire, following the suggestion to add comparison tools, which would enable them,
in delicate cases, to compare their choices to those of other players, in order to
ensure better quality of their responses. The research team did not want to implement
such tools, arguing that they needed independent results. These discussions initiate
the players to important scientific concepts, like data quality control or independent
measures. The process of science may be further illustrated to volunteers when they
become associated with scientific publications (or when researchers report about the
process of writing their scientific publications). They discover for example the process
of peer-review and revisions, and realize how long it takes to bring a paper to
publication.
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Participants also report that VCS projects offer opportunities for them to extend their scientific
knowledge, as we will be discuss in the section on personal development below:
"Scientifically, it helped me discover new aspects of science, especially with space or
medicine projects." These effects can be appreciated for example, by the accessibility of
popular scientific publications to volunteers: "I truly opened myself a lot. Today when | come
to read a scientific magazine, it is very nice to understand all the text without having to check
half of the words !".

(5) Off topic knowledge and skills

Off topic learning refers to content knowledge or procedural skills exceeding the scope of the
VCS project in several ways. Participants may develop knowledge and skills, which are not
related to the topic under study, but still related to the indirect requests of the task or to the
opportunities offered by the project.

Off topic skills reported in this research include:

- specific skills, tightly linked to the characteristics of the VCS project. In Old Weather,
participants improve their handwriting reading skills due to the need to transcribe old
maritime logbooks: "And as time goes on, | ended up enjoying the ones with
challenging handwriting. You get an eye for the pattern of squiggles. | couldn't have
started with difficult ones, but | can do them now, and | enjoy them most."” In volunteer
computing, volunteers may improve their understanding of GPUs and Virtual
Machines.

- general skills, reported in all three analysed projects. The two main skills mentioned in
our research are related to (a) communication skills and (b) computer and web
literacy.

This section will focus on these general skills as they may be partly transferable. For
example, one of the participants in the volunteer computing projects is considering changing
job, from postman to HTML developer, thanks to all the practical things he has been learning
animating his volunteer computing community for years: "Step by step I learned how to post
links and the whole HTML language, which | know quite well now, without taking courses.
The other members helped me a lot. We help each other, sometimes we discover things
together. We created a sandbox to practice, where we have been trying to design tabs. We
have been learning the writing codes all together."

(5a) Improving one's communication skills

Communication skills here refer to:

- learning English for participants who are not native English speakers: progress in
English is linked to the fact that almost all projects online are designed in English. For
non-English speakers, this is an important barrier, which prevents them from
participating to the project. However, for some participants who speak English well
enough to be able to participate, the project provides opportunities for improvement
both through reading English documents and through interactions with the project
community. Moreover, language barriers of their peers may even provide incentives
for translating critical pieces of documentation on the project, tutorials, questions, or
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news. One participant explains that he got better thanks to this translation activity:
"Being able to help translating texts enables to better understand”. Another one
states: "I did improve a lot in the last 5 years!" Volunteers improve their English and
get more confident in their communication skills in English. Commenting on being a
translator in the Boinc community, a participant remembers his beginning: "/ told
myself | can't do it, | didn't dare trying".

- online communication skills: volunteers learn how to use the discussion tools
provided by the projects. The most common are discussion forums, usually
moderated at least partially by expert volunteers, and chats. Volunteers get a chance
through peer-guidance to learn the right way to ask questions, write answers, initiate
and contribute discussions. A participant told us: "I had never used a chat before”.
VCS projects provide here structured ways to get familiar with communication tools
which are widely present on the Internet. Some projects also offer Wikis, which may
help people learn how to contribute to wikis, but no such case was reported in our
interviews.

- community managament skills: the biggest VCS projects sponsor volunteer-driven
communities. Volunteers therefore get the opportunities to get their hands on the
management of a community, which they could normally not have created by their
own. This community deals with a real-life scientific project an dfrequently involves
hundreds of participants from very diverse professional backgrounds and age ranges
(from students to retired people). Community management activities observed in our
data involves, among others: keeping people involved, organizing events and
sometimes internal and external competition, taking decisions, operating technical
platforms, creating and animating teams, managing “flaming”, organizing the yearly
life of the community.

(5b) Computer and web literacy
Some volunteers report gaining knowledge and skills in the field of computer or web literacy.

Let's consider the Web Literacy Standards as defined by the open source Mozilla's
community (see Fig 3):
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Web Literacy Standard

Exploring Building
Navigating the Web Creating for the Web

mozilla

Figure 3: Mozilla's Web Literacy Standards (July, 2013 version)

Volunteers in almost all projects receive incentives and gain opportunities to learn at the
Exploring level: Navigating the Internet, by intense Internet critical search practices (therefore
improving their skills on the Search, Navigation and Credibility dimensions).

Volunteers in charge of updating project or community content on the web may get also
some Building skills, especially in Composing for the web, HTML programming, CSS
(Cascading Style Sheets) and Design and Accessibility.

Volunteers participating in online communities or collaborative content creation, or managing
online communities, may also gain education on the Participating on the Web level,
especially on the sharing and collaborating and community participation dimensions.

Volunteer computing projects have a specific educational impact for a small set of highly
engaged volunteers on computer literacy. In principle, this kind of VCS only requests
volunteers to download a software, which will then be run on their computer. However, many
technical problems may arise, versions of the software get regularly updated according to the
latest computer innovations, volunteers try to monitor and optimize what is happening on
their computers, and they may face security or computing power issues. All these difficulties
provide learning opportunities: "Lots of people are reluctant to install on their computer some
software that is running automatically. One is not very active at the beginning. At least this
was my worry. | checked others’ experiences on the forums, if some had had problems with it
afterwards. | was a real beginner regarding my knowledge of computers. | had to get started
on the computer domain... Thanks to this system, | learnt how to use my computer correctly”.
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Novices and experts seem to learn equally if they actively investigate the field: "It motivates
me to watch technology innovations. For example when the GPUs arrived on the market... |
have always been fond of computers, but then one has other priorities in life and can't follow
all these incredible changes... Volunteer computing helps me to stay up-to-date on the main
computing evolutions”.

(6) Personal development

Some volunteers in VCS report important outcomes at a personal level, gathered here under
the label "personal development". It includes:

- increasing one's self-confidence based on successful performance in the project
tasks and additional tasks (like translations for the community),

- expanding one's interests, by discovering new topics of interests relative to science or
to the community activities,

- extending one's social network,

- assuming new roles in a science-based community,

- doing creative works.

(6a) Self-confidence

The main output of participation to VCS may be the positive experience to contribute
efficiently to a real scientific project. Volunteers experience their contribution as being
valuable and also gain self-efficacy which in turn positively affects learning (Bandura, 1977).
This contrasts to the usual understanding of science as an elitist, closed world.

This positive experience outsells other learning outcomes. A participant in Old Weather
reports: "l think to me the main learning is personal in terms of trying things out by doing it.
So I've certainly learned more about Internet searching than | would otherwise have known. |
now have an enormous stored geographic knowledge and place names from 100 years ago.
And we have discussed this in the forum about what are we going to do with this obscure
geographic knowledge of light houses on the northern and naval terminology which is no
longer used [laughter] and so on. There must be some way we can pull this knowledge in the
future [laughter]. You never know but...it’s just | learned a whole world | didn’t know existed
and it’s rather a shame that it looks like they’re not going to put online the, that’s it’s unlikely
that they’re going to get the log books from WWII because that would’ve been fascinating".
This quote sketches a virtuous circle: improving one's knowledge and skills by doing the task
and sharing these in a community of peers help increase self-confidence, therefore ability to
perform the task and wish to share.

The community supports the development of confidence and identity. Learning includes a
meta dimension, it is about becoming competent in a field and knowing one is competent in a
field, which often happens through the discovery that one is now able to help others. Here we
have a virtuous circle again: the community helps one become more competent, which will
finally enable him or her to help newcomers in the community, therefore becoming conscious
of one's learning and more self-confident in both performing the task and assuming new roles
in the community. A participant in volunteer computing reports: "I don't want to run us down
but we might suffer a bit from exclusion because of our passion... Science... It is not easy to
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share. Especially for novices. We are not expert. We are eager to know, but we don't have
the training for it. These Boinc projects help us get this knowledge. (...). And then we try to
make things accessible on the forum for a 10 years-old kid. | thought if my daughter comes
and visits this forum, she should get the essence of it without having to ask what does this
mean Daddy or asking her teacher!”

(6b) Expanding one's interests

Participation to VCS is frequently reported as a way to "open one's mind": "Um, it opens up
your world and your mind. It allows you to be able to get different perspectives on something
you may not have understood or known about before, or even things in your everyday life, it
can open up in a new way where you can see it differently. It takes you on different paths,
gives you new adventures to do in your everyday life that otherwise you may not have even
considered doing".

On a scientific level, volunteers, who engage in VCS because they are interested in a
specific topic, usually expand their initial interests in the process: "For me, it has given me a
new interest, that | wouldn’t have otherwise have had". One says: "You would have talk to me
about protein folding ten years ago, | would have told you what is this silly thing?" One
participant adds: "I was passionate by science since | was a small boy. But | had not the
means to do it".

This increased scientific engagement may open doors to new, unexpected activities, which
further strengthen the involvement of volunteers in the approach: "/I've learned lots and lots
about different aspects of science or different sciences. Going to a couple times a year to
London or Oxford to meet people (...), being interviewed [laughter] (...) that’s really funny and
I never thought I'd be doing this and getting to be a co-author in a scientific paper, well |
never dreamed | would be a part of that".

(6¢c) Extending one's social network

To the question "Would you say that some people on the forum are friends?", the most
engaged volunteers generally answered "yes", "almost", "to some extent", "at least online
friends": "Almost. They are in the process of becoming friends. | have been here for only two
years, but there are people here | would like to meet, and | am sure we would become
friends. In the forum, in the admin zone, | talk like | would talk to friends, and they do the
same.”" Friendship is a by-product of active involvement at the meta level, of shared
responsibilities in community activities. Volunteers with close links come to communicate not
only publicly or semi-publicly via the project communication tools (forum or chat), but also in
private via a variety of one-to-one media: phone, video conference, instant messaging, or

email.

Sometimes, groups of people who are active online decide to meet "in real life", usually for
special, public or private, events. A large scientific society meeting may serve as a meeting
point: volunteers will join and held a parallel social track, for example meet in a pub to
socialize around the project. A subgroup may also organize a private meeting on a specific
topic (for example, Open Source Development). The most common experience in such cases
is a feeling of excitement and relief: excitement (and sometimes a bit of fear) in the
perspective of meeting these online friends at last, and relief, as they experience the same
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familiarity and ease of relations in-person as in their online interactions. Online pseudonyms
are used equally with real names in such meetings.

(6d) Assuming new roles in a science-based community

We have been highlighting the critical role of communities, and community communication
tools like forums, in the learning potential of VCS. To some extent (with the restriction
however that they are not professional arenas), VCS projects can be compared to
communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), in which participants gain knowledge, as
well as they experience a change in their professional identity, by participating step-by-step in
a community of shared interests. The most commonly available roles to take include:

- Roles related to community management in the forum: updating the forum, translating
news, project presentations, tutorials and reports, organizing content (editing),
sharing the latest information, answering to questions, initiating discussions,
commenting, moderating exchanges, animating teams, recruiting for special roles,
organizing internal and external challenges...

- Roles related to the quality control of the data: editing, informing on quality issues,
sharing experience and training volunteers, etc.

- Roles related to the continuous improvement of the project: suggesting improvements
and participating in their development, programming (modding), creating tutorials, etc.

(6e) Opportunities for creative work

Creativity will not be dealt with in this paper and we will just mention here that creative works
performed in the context of VCS provide opportunities for learning as well as for identity
changes. A few examples include:

- programming software which automatically detect and answers Frequently Asked
Questions in the chat to improve the gaming experience in the Eyewire project,

- designing TShirts, logos and badges for the community,

- or collaboratively creating research presentations and tutorials to promote the project:
"Three members created documents to present Boinc in schools and universities.
They have been documenting all the critics that we face: security risks, increased
computer wear-off, etc. These topics are regularly discussed in the forum, and we
begin to have a lot of material to answer them."

A provisional summary typology of learning outcomes
From the interview data we can abduct six large categories of learning outcomes.

Type 1 (project mechanics) and type 2 (pattern recognition) are closely related to the task.
Their acquisition is required in the context of the project to ensure good performance. Type 3
(on topic learning) and type 4 (scientific literacy) are on topic, but not necessary to get the
task done. Their acquisition may be encouraged in the context of the project but they are
usually acquired by additional involvement into the project community. Type 5 (off topic skills)
and type 6 (personal development) cover a wide range of skills that are not related to a
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specific citizen science field. They are unexpected outputs of heavy involvement in the
projects.

Type examples formal informal/ informal/

(required) | incidental incidental
(encouraged) | (individual)

1.project XXX X

mechanics

2. pattern XX X

recognition

3. on topic X XX X

extra learning

4. scientific X XX

literacy

5. off topic languages, XX XXX

skills communication,

community management

skills, ICT literacy
6. personal self-confidence, new X XXX
development | interests, networking
Table 1: A provisional typology of learning

4. DISCUSSION
The importance of informal and incidental learning

We documented six types of learning outcomes. Most learning is unstructured, either
informal or incidental (not planned and not perceived as learning). "Picking things up" seems
to be the way knowledge is spread in VCS. Participants seem to accumulate "small pieces”,
"small things", "the practical part of my curriculum"...

Comparing the three projects we also found that observed learning outcomes do not appear
to be related to the complexity of the tasks. They appear to be mostly related to the
engagement of volunteers in the social aspects of the project, i.e. the life of the community.
For instance, an interviewed participant in the BOINC project preferred volunteer computing
to volunteer thinking or gaming since the computer works on its own and he could dedicate
his time to other more creative tasks, such as using time to monitor his computer/ investigate
research projects/ read news and papers/ answer messages / support newcomers/ initiate
discussions / organize challenges, in relationship to the community. As his time is limited, he
would not like to reduce these dimensions to spend more time doing "active" contributions to
volunteer thinking projects. We may have to rethink the postulate that participants’ learning is
increasing along the line of the “volunteer computing, sensing, thinking, extreme citizen
science” scale.

Connecting learning outcomes and interaction with other volunteers
Let’s recall that our initial results show that most learning in VCS is inherently social and
informal and thus corroborate results from Price and Lee (2013). Some of the most

spectacular occurrences concern various forms of personal development.
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Firstly, learning may happen through direct exchanges with scientists in forums and chats or
thanks to communication of the scientists addressed to the volunteers (blog posts, videos,
wikis, papers, feedback on results). A second important type of social learning concerns
direct or indirect exchange with peers: through direct exchanges in a personal network,
through collaboration on problem-solving in team work, through efforts to achieve a better
performance that is evaluated and publicized by the system, and through creative participant
built add-ons to the existing systems (programming or community management). A third
important type concerns extraneous challenges and roles of the VCS project that create
opportunities for learning. For example, French-speaking participants in the Boinc community
engage into heavy translation jobs for their peers since most projects presentations, tutorials
and results are in English. Similarly, difficulties to make the software work on participant’s
computers strengthen community links. Changes in participation status open new
opportunities for activity on all these levels, therefore new opportunities for learning. Here
people are not only learning FROM others, by interacting with them in forums and chat,
asking and answering questions, comparing results... but also FOR others: by assuming
responsibilities in a community, which are a strong driver for sustained and highly-qualitative
participation.

Discussing identity changes, when a happy few group of volunteers assume intermediary
positions in between the large group of contributors and the scientific team, is out-of-scope of
this paper. However, we can postulate that the existence of this kind of group contributes a
lot to the success of a project. Further work will investigate and present the relationship
between engagement in community and motivation, sociability and identity.

5. CONCLUSION

This exploratory research highlights learning dimensions in VCS that were not previously
identified in a systematic way. It found a wide range of mostly informal learning outcomes,
opportunities and mechanisms. A lot of learning seems to be “diffused” and unstructured, i.e.
participants learn many “unplanned small things”, picking them up from their engagement in
VCS tasks or communities. However, these “small things” combined can lead to substantial
learning in the dimensions of task/game mechanics, pattern recognition, on-topic or off-topic
learning, scientific literacy or personal development. This research also highlights the critical
role of communities in learning: volunteers learn by interacting with others, but also by
assuming specific social roles. The social dimension is a motivational driver for sustained
participation. It provides as well developmental opportunities for a small set of volunteers.
VCS projects therefore offer both direct and indirect opportunities: Volunteers contributing to
the project may acquire knowledge and skills related to the scope of the scientific project,
and have the possibility to assume roles in communities that they would not have been able
to create themselves. From a practical point of view, this typology supports a structured
approach for learning-centered design of VCS. In particular, supporting learning in VCS
environments requires paying close attention both to the design of the project itself and to
these indirect mostly community-related opportunities.
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ABSTRACT

The paper examines how unskilled work forms conditions for meeting the obligation to
position oneself as an educable subject and engage in formal learning activities. Sensitivity
to peoples’ work-life-experiences is necessary to understand their orientation toward different
learning activities. The main argument is that participation research must abandon the notion
of motivation as an individual attribute and apply a dialectic concept of learner identity
acknowledging work-life as a pivotal space for learning and formation of identity. | outline how
a work-life-historical approach combining a critical theoretical approach inspired by Salling-
Olesen’s and Archer’s concepts of identity and concerns can contribute to an understanding
of the relationship between work and learner identity.

Through narrative work-life interviews | examine how engagement in unskilled work in small
and medium sized Danish enterprises causes a multitude of different and ambiguous
immediate experiences and concerns pivotal for the workers’ learner identities.

INTRODUCTION

Lifelong learning has become a cornerstone of the welfare policies in the Scandinavian
countries e.g. education, labour market and social policy. It is a widespread political
consensus, that education and learning are means to ensure both individual and societal
welfare and prosperity in a time with increased international competition and where the
Washington consensus has outdated a range of traditional economic tools to regulate the
national labour markets and employment rates (Desjardins, 2009).

In Denmark the promotion of lifelong learning is embraced by both the government and their
social partners (Jargensen & Warring, 2004). Education and training is a central theme in the
labour market agreements (Due et al., 2004), and in 2007 the government formulated a
national strategy for lifelong learning and qualifications for all, as a part of the ratification of
the Lisbon declaration. The increased significance of education is also reflected in a change
in the Danish labour market model: the praised model of Flexicurity is changing to a model of
mobication. The first defines a labour market model combining flexibility and income security;
the state provides income security during unemployment in order to make workers accept
low job security and hereby promote the flexibility of labour. The other model combines job
mobility and education; employees should obtain employment security by developing
qualifications demanded by the labour market enabling them to move between jobs when
demand for labour changes. In this model education becomes the means to generate a
dynamic labour market and obtain employment (Andersen & Pedersen, 2010).
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It has become a political objective to ensure lifelong learning and training for all, and the
discourse forming the policies on lifelong learning positions everybody as educable subjects
obliged to position themselves as lifelong learners and engage in different kinds of formal
learning activities (Fejes, 2006, Biesta, 2006, Brine, 2006). When lifelong learning is defined
as the primary means to obtain and sustain individual and societal welfare and prosperity,
those not participating are becoming a risk group in a double sense: they risk being
marginalised or excluded from the labour market and they become a societal risk for the
development of a competitive knowledge economy (Brine, 2006).

Even though education and training are defined as the key to employability and hereby to
societal inclusion in a realm where wage labour is crucial for individual and societal
reproduction and recognition, currently lifelong learning is contributing to social stratification
(Field, 2006). The distribution of learning possibilities both when it comes to formal, non-
formal and informal learning is characterized by a Matthew effect, where the chance to
participate is increased by the level of previous formal learning. It is well documented that the
chances of participation in formal adult education and training is dependent on the long arm
of the family, the long arm of the job and the long arm of the welfare system (Desjardins et
al., 2006, Desjardins & Rubenson, 2009b), and also the chances for engaging in non-formal
and informal learning activities depends on peoples position in the labour market (Desjardins
et al., 2006, llleris et al., 2004). In Denmark these tendencies have been documented by the
research group providing the foundation for the tripartite committee on Adult Vocational
Education formed in 2004 (Trepartsudvalget, 2006). The same cross-national tendencies are
documented in international research on the distribution of Adult Education and Training i.e.
in the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), The Adult Literacy and Life skills Survey
(ALLS) and Eurobarometer on lifelong learning (Belangér & Tuijnman, 1997, Desjardins et
al., 2006, Boeren et al., 2010).

PARTICIPATION IN LIFELONG LEARNING — A RESEARCH FIELD

The political interest in promoting lifelong learning is closely intertwined with an increased
research interest in examining the distribution of vocational education and training and
explaining different patterns of participation (Desjardins & Rubenson, 2009a), especially why
groups most at risk — people working in unskilled and low skilled jobs - tend to be least likely
to participate in different learning activities (Bélanger & Tuijnman, 1997, Boeren et al., 2010,
Desjardins et al., 2006, Rubenson, 2011).

Several different traditions can be identified within research on participation in adult
education (Rubenson, 2011). One tradition builds on the ambition of developing heuristic
models in order to understand participation as an interaction between specific subjects and
their context. Two of the significant contributions within this tradition, prevalent in current
research, are Cross’s Chain-response-model and Rubenson’s Expectancy-valence-model
(e.g. Boeren et al., 2010, Hefler, 2010, Rubenson & Salling-Olesen, 2007). Both illustrate that
people’s motivation and attitudes towards adult education are situated and that participation
is a result of an interaction between individuals and their specific context (Rubenson, 2011).
But even though they emphasise the situated conditions for developing attitudes, forming
motivation and for participating in adult education they tend to overlook how people’s self-
perception and their current situation are situated in a broader societal context (Rubenson &
Salling-Olesen, 2007).
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Another tradition is preoccupied with how participation and non-participation can be
understood from the perspective of different target groups. The arguments forming this
tradition posit that orientations toward adult education and training must be researched as an
element in specific life-histories or biographies, where certain habitual dispositions
(Paldanius, 2002, Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2004), significant learning activities (Antikainen,
2005) and changing value contexts (Lynch, 2008) constitute how people perceive adult
education.

While pointing to the necessity of understanding participation as a result of the interaction
between the specific subjects and their situation and to the importance of understanding the
meaning of education from the perspective of the target-group, neither of the referred
contributions has explicitly addressed how work and especially unskilled work pose specific
conditions for the formation, maintenance or transformation of a learner identity. Furthermore,
the approaches tend to overlook the ambiguity and potential conflicts in people’s experiences
and in their actual situation and the implications for their perceived needs and opportunities
to engage in different learning activities.

Through an analysis of the concept of motivation applied in research on adult education, the
Swedish social scientist Helene Ahl (2006) reveals a tendency to a) formulate the problem of
non-participation as a question of lack of motivation, b) to define motivation as an individual
attribute and to 3) apply a concept of motivation originally developed to discipline workers,
increase productivity and prevent labour resistance. This way of conceptualising non-
participation has certain problematic implications. When non-participation is formulated as a
result of lack of motivation it insinuates that the opposite — participation - is a mere result of
motivated action and thus tends to exclude the structural factors influencing participation
rates e.g. welfare state regimes (Desjardins & Rubenson, 2009b) and the supply of adult
education (Boeren et al., 2010). Further, by defining motivation as an individual attribute, lack
of motivation may be resolved by individual approaches or techniques e.g. therapy. When
defining non-participation as a consequence of lack-of-motivation and at the same time
individualising motivation the individual becomes both the reason for and the answer to the
problem of non-participation in adult education. Thus the responsibility for a well-functioning
society is placed on the individual instead of the societal institutions and structures (Ahl,
2006).

It is crucial to abandon this individual notion of motivation. People’s orientation towards
different learning activities or their motivation cannot be understood as individual attributes.
Instead it must be perceived as a result of a dialectic process where specific subjects are
engaged in certain historical, social and material (work) practices conditioning the identity
process.

In the following paragraphs | will unfold a concept of learner identity enabling researchers to
understand the meaning of lifelong learning, from the perspective of the target groups and
how this is constituted by specific social and historical (work) life experiences. My ambition
has been to develop an approach sensitive to the ambiguities in everyday work-life.
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WORK-LIFE AS THE CONTEXT FOR FORMING A LEARNER IDENTITY

To comprehend the relation between work-life experiences and orientation towards different
kinds of learning activities, it is crucial to apply a dialectic concept of learner identity. A
concept enabling researchers in the field of work and learning, lifelong learning, and
participation research to examine how peoples’ perception of learning activities are situated
in and conditioned by specific work-life experiences, and thus by a specific historical, social,
and material work-life.

The significance of work or labour as central sociological categories when wanting to
understand identity or subjectivity has been contested in late- or post-modern social science,
arguing that sub-cultures or lifestyles are more adequate categories (Nielsen et al., 1994).
But this conclusion is too hasty. In a globalised capitalist society wage labour is the
generalised form of societal production and reproduction, and thus the means to societal
inclusion (Nielsen et al., 1994). Wage labour takes up a great deal of most people’s time and
it forms the context for substantial social interaction, practical involvement and learning
processes (Lave & Wenger, 1991, Billett, 2008, 2006).

Work is one of the essential activities in which the work capacity as well as the general
capacities of the individual is produced, enhanced and developed. Each of the
subjectively meaningful experiences in work comprises aspect of threat, aspects of
consolidation, and aspects of learning. The identity process comprehends them all
(Salling Olesen & Weber 2001, p.47).

Work life experiences thus influence how people perceive themselves, their situation, and
also their capacity to act both individually and collectively.

Research on participation in adult education and training reveals how ‘the long arm of the job’
has significant influence on people’s chances to participate in learning activities both in
formal settings and at the job (Desjardins et al., 2006, Jgrgensen & Warring 2002, llleris et
al., 2004). This implies that different kinds of work afford different kinds of learning
trajectories and set different context for the identity process (Archer 2000) or the formation of
subjectivity (Salling Olesen & Weber, 2001). Therefore, work or labour has to re-enter the
vocabulary and the theoretical framework whilst examining identity, not least learner identity.
Work has to be conceptualised, not just as an empty signifier open for negation but as
historical and material social practices. People are physically, practically, and socially
engaged in jobs with specific content and organisation conditioning their performance and
causing certain immediate experiences, concerns and forming specific spaces for learning.

LEARNER IDENTITY

In order to examine how unskilled work forms specific conditions for workers to meet the
obligation to position themselves as educable subjects and engage in lifelong learning
(Fejes, 2006), it is necessary to develop a framework able to capture the relation between
work-life experiences and how workers perceive their needs and possibilities to engage in
different learning activities: their learner identity.

My initial inspiration for applying the concept learner identity comes from Antikainen (2005).
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Antikainen uses the concept to examine the changing meaning of education and learning in
Finland in the post-World-War Il era. He has developed a concept of learner identity inspired
by social interactionism and examines where significant learning experiences occur and what
significant others influence these experiences. Like many other researchers preoccupied with
education Antikainen pays only limited attention to the specific work-life of his informants,
and his concept is neither sensitive to the practical and physical engagement in work nor to
the ambiguity in everyday-life. In order to comprehend the relation between the engagement
in work-life and the formation, maintenance, or transformation of a learner identity, | have
found it necessary to apply a theoretical framework sensitive to the relation between work
and identity (Kondrup, 2012). | have included two different perspectives explicitly
preoccupied with the relation between work and identity in my attempt to develop a concept
of learner identity sensitive to the subject's engagement in a specific work-life. They both
define the identity process as dialectic and as on-going throughout life. The first perspective
is a life-historical approach rooted in critical theory (Salling-Olesen 2002, 2007). The second
perspective is Archer’s (2000, 2003) critical realistic approach and her concepts of concerns,
modus vivendi and personal identity.

IDENTITY PROCESSES AND EXPERIENCE

According to the life-history approach the formation, maintenance or transformation of
identity or subjectivity must be conceptualised as an on-going experience-process. It is
crucial to underline that the concept of experience differs from the everyday notion, which in
this tradition is captured in the concept of immediate experience. Experience is a
phenomenon with three modalities, relatively independent but mediated through each other;
immediate experience, life (historical) experience, and obijectified experience (cultural
knowledge) (Salling-Olesen, 2007).

Identity is neither static nor essential, but an on-going result of a dialectic process, where the
subject is continuously engaged in certain practices in specific social and historical situations
giving rise to certain immediate experiences. Through this engagement the subject builds
consciousness and internalises a certain version of the cultural knowledge (e.g. language,
concepts, beliefs, techniques, and norms).

We take our concept of the subject from the tradition of critical theory (the Frankfurt
School). As opposed to liberal thinking (which holds a hegemonic position, including in
most social science) the critical theory focus on the production of human subjectivity
through socialisation, in which a specific version of cultural and social experience is
embodied, becoming a complex of conscious and unconscious predictions for subjective
action and later experience. Avoiding the dichotomy of liberal theory between the free
subject in a social, constraining environment we assume on the contrary that subjectivity
is something that must continuously be learned socially (Salling Olesen, 2002, p. 15).

Therefore, the subject is per se both historical and social (Salling-Olesen 2002). In order to
understand a certain identity, how the subjects perceive themselves, their situation and their
possibilities to act, it is necessary to apply an approach sensitive to the specific process of
experience constituting the formation of identity.
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IDENTITY AND CONCERNS

According to Archer identity is developed in a dialectic process through people’s on-going
engagement in the three orders of reality: the natural, the practical, and the social order. The
differentiated reality entails that engagement gives rise to natural (bodily), practical
(performative), and social emotions and concerns. The human embodiment confers concerns
about physical well-being. The performative concerns are unavoidable due to the necessary
engagement in practical activities in the world of material culture (Archer, 2000).

[N]ecessary work is the lot of homo faber. Performative concerns are unavoidably part of
our inevitable practical engagement with the world of material culture. The precise
objects of performative concerns are historically, cross-culturally and socially varied, but
the import of our competence in dealing with the practical realm is universal (Archer,
2000, p. 198).

The social concerns are linked to the social judgement of approval or disapproval. According
to Archer our most important social concern is the self-worth vested in different projects ‘It is
because we have invested ourselves in these social projects that we are susceptible to
emotionality in relation to society’s normative evaluation of our performance in those roles’
(Archer, 2003, p.16).

The presence of simultaneously diverse - and potential conflicting - concerns force people to
form a modus vivendi and prioritise their ultimate concerns through inner conversation. The
personal way of prioritising these concerns is what gives people their personal identity
(Archer, 2000, p. 221). But Archer emphasises that the situation in which people find
themselves and develop their modus vivendi are not of their own making. On the contrary
humans are born into a socially structured and stratified society, where different groups have
different possibilities and find themselves in different situations giving rise to different
concerns that need to be taken into account.

COMBINING THE TWO PERSPECTIVES

The resemblance between the two perspectives on the relation between work and identity
are a) their claim of humanism, b) their ambition to bring the subject to the forefront of social
science, and 3) insisting on the identity process as a dialectical process that emphasises the
significance of the historical, social, and material context. This being said, there are
substantial differences (Kondrup, 2012). This paper is not the time and place for a substantial
account of the discrepancies between the two approaches. | will briefly mention one of the
most crucial ones in order to clarify my concept of learner identity and then outline how |
have combined concepts from the two perspectives.

One of the main differences is the perception of the social nature of human consciousness
and reflexivity. Archer argues that humans cannot be reduced to society’s being. Due to our
ability to be reflexive (one of people’s emergent properties), we can reflect on and change
societal structures and culture. Reflexivity is, according to Archer, possible through an on-
going inner conversation.

The critical theoretical approach agrees that humans cannot be reduced to tragers (carriers)
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of societal structures. Humans have needs and potentials, both depending on certain
conditions in order to be realised, but there is no pre-social or non-social spaces for (private)
reflections on these needs or potentials. On the contrary, our only way to acknowledge how
societal (historical and social) structures are conditioning human life is through social
learning (Salling Olesen, 2006). According to the life-historical approach the perception of the
situation and thus reflections about immediate experiences and concerns are mediated by
consciousness, and consciousness is established through socialisation. According to this
approach subjectivity is developed as a part of the socialisation process. Perception and
reflexivity is always mediated through life-historical experiences - conscious as well as
unconscious - and the version of the cultural knowledge internalised through socialisation.

| define learner identity as people’s perceived needs and possibility to engage in different
learning activities in order to comply with their concerns in the given situation. It is formed,
maintained, or transformed in an on-going (work-life) experience-process constituted through
engagement in a specific historical and social (work-) life. Learner identity must be analysed
as a dialectic phenomenon, established, maintained, and transformed by subjects
continuously and actively engaged in specific situations causing immediate experiences and
specific concerns. The perception of these experiences and of the opportunity to meet them
will be mediated by previous life-historical experiences (conscious or unconscious and
potentially ambivalent) and the cultural knowledge internalised through socialisation.

Archer’s concepts of the differentiated reality can discern the concept of immediate
experience, by emphasising how involvement in specific situations always implies natural,
practical, and social engagement. Therefore we as researchers must be aware of people’s
natural, practical, and social concerns when trying to understand how they conduct their life.

EXAMINING LEARNER IDENTITY THROUGH EMPIRICAL STUDIES

In order to capture the complexity and ambiguity in everyday work-life presenting the
immediate context for the identity process, it is necessary to apply a method sensitive to how
people perceive their everyday life, their concerns and their opportunities to handle these
concerns, based on their life-historical experiences. To understand how the learner identity is
formed by specific work-life experiences it is necessary to examine how workers perceive
participation in different kinds of learning activities as a means to deal with their specific
concerns.

In order to examine how unskilled work-life poses certain conditions for the establishment of
learner identity | have conducted a qualitative study based on work-life history interviews. 23
workers employed in unskilled jobs in 6 different small and medium-sized private companies
have told their work-life stories. These stories describe a) their work trajectory: how they
entered the labour market and what kind of jobs and tasks they have undertaken, b) their
learning trajectories: how they have learned to perform their tasks and what kind of learning
activities they have participated in during their work-life, c) the story of the development in
their current job and how the demand for qualifications and their opportunity to apply different
skills has changed, and finally d) their expected future work-life.

| have conducted extensive narrative and thematic analysis of three of the work-life stories in
order to examine how the learner identities are conditioned by specific work-life experiences.
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The analysis examines how the engagement in unskilled work causes a multitude of natural,
practical and social concerns; how the workers perceive their possibilities to handle these
concerns, what they define as their primary concerns and how they perceive their need and
opportunity to engage in different learning activities — formal, informal and non-formal — in
order to deal with these concerns.

UNSKILLED WORK-LIVES: DIVERSE WORK AND LEARNING TRAJECTORIES

The work-life stories reveal very different work trajectories. Some informants have many,
others have few different jobs during their career, but a majority have been through or tried to
change their trade at least once during their adult life. They also have very different learning
trajectories. Some have been skilled in other trades before ending up in unskilled jobs, and
some have been working as unskilled workers their entire work-life. All of them have
participated in formal education during their work-life, primarily to obtain statutory certificates
(driving a forklift, ISO), but also literacy training e.g. IT or reading and writing. The latter often
took place in periods of decline in production where training was used to avoid redundancy.

CONCERNS IN UNSKILLED WORK

The work-life stories reveal that engagement in an unskilled work-life causes diverse and
sometimes conflicting concerns, some of which seem impossible to remedy in the current
situation.

The most prevalent natural concern expressed in the work-life-stories is the concern of
physical disabilities. It is a widespread experience that physical degeneration is a risk caused
by work as a consequence of heavy manual labour, shift working and a combination of hard
manual work and ageing. It was a common story that workers have to handle the concern
about physical strain by developing individual and sometimes collective strategies.

The work-life stories revealed different kinds of practical or performative concerns; a concern
about the quality of the work, the quality in the work, and a concern about being able to apply
knowledge and skills in the job. The performative concerns are closely intertwined, they
emphasise different dimensions of the practical engagement in work and how practical
engagement is substantial for the subjective meaning of work. Quality of work relates to the
concern about the use-value of the product of their work. This concern is evident in stories
about the satisfaction connected with seeing the products taken into use, and in the stories
about the necessity of performing a good job in order to contribute to something useful and
satisfy/not cause troubles for the consumer. It is a general story that it is important to see the
result of one’s work thus the subjective meaning of work is closely connected to contributing
to something useful for somebody else. The concern of the quality of the work is closely
related to a concern about how their individual performance affects and contributes to the
production process as a whole. Quality in work concerns the performance of a good job as
well as being good at the tasks. This is evident in stories about the satisfaction and pride that
comes from obtaining experience enabling them to perform well. It is also evident in stories
about the necessity to know more about the production process than the formal job
description prescribes in order to keep the production running and to be able to fix
unexpected problems. Finally the opportunity to use skills and knowledge in the job is a
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common practical concern. This is evident in the stories about the experience of loss when
the work changes and the opportunity to utilise one’s knowledge and skills decreases.

These practical concerns appear in different variations in all the work-life stories. This reveals
that the workers are definitely not indifferent toward their own performance. On the contrary,
both their performance, the opportunity to perform, and the outcome of this performance are
significant to the subjective meaning of work.

The work-life stories also revealed a multitude of social concerns: maintaining employment,
obtaining waged labour, getting recognition from superiors, having good relations with ones
colleagues, and that there is more to life than just work. The importance of maintaining
employment is evident in stories about periods of unemployment, and about how frustrating it
is to stay at home ‘not doing anything’. Equally, it is evident in stories about the necessity to
adjust and compromise in order to maintain employment. These stories reveal that
employment has a value in itself, and is considered a useful activity in opposition to house-
work. Another concern is about economic security and the need to obtain employment in
order to pay the mortgage. The third concern is about getting recognition from superiors. This
concern is expressed both in positive and negative stories e.g. stories about the pride and
satisfaction gained from getting credit when performing a god job, and stories about the
frustration caused when their efforts and struggles to keep production running despite worn
down production machinery and understaffing are not appreciated or ignored. The fourth
concern is about having good relations with colleagues. It is emphasised how having a good
time with colleagues partly can make up for an otherwise unsatisfactory work-life; how
helping out less experienced colleagues contributes to the subjective meaning of work, and
how frustrating it is to work in a work-place where people oppose each other, and where
opportunities for social interaction are restricted. The last concern found in the work-life
stories is the concern about there being more to life than work. This concern is evident in the
stories about how exhaustion caused by work and shift work limits the opportunities to
engage in leisure activities both sports, political activities, and night classes.

LEARNING AS A MEANS TO COMPLY WITH CONCERNS

It is evident in the interviews that learning — acquiring new knowledge and skills — is pivotal to
handle the concerns experienced in the unskilled work-life.

In order to cope with the natural concern of physical degeneration caused by straining work it
is necessary to learn how to protect the body and avoid unnecessary strain. This is
accomplished by developing routines, getting a feeling for the machines and adjusting to
their pace and by learning how to share the burdens. Sometimes it is not enough to adjust in
order to avoid strain, and change of job or even trade is mentioned as a means to deal with
the concern for physical degeneration caused by straining work. This implies a demand for
learning e.g. to interact with new colleagues, behave in new company cultures and undertake
new tasks.

Learning is also essential in order to cope with the practical concerns. Quality in and of the
work entails gaining knowledge of how their specific tasks contribute to and form part of the
total production-process as well as the end product. For instance by drawing on knowledge
gained from being a consumer/user of similar products. Furthermore, the informants tell that
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it is necessary to learn to solve problems outside their formal job description in order to keep
production running, but also because it increases the subjective value of the work. ‘The more
you can do on you own, without having to wait for the smith to fix it, the more interesting it
gets’. It is common in the work-life-stories that the opportunity to use knowledge and skills in
the work, both in the performance of the job and in peer-to-peer training of less experienced
colleagues, is essential to the subjective meaning of work. And it is presented as a loss when
changes in the content or organisation of work limit their opportunity to apply their knowledge
and skills.

Learning is also claimed to be a key factor in order to deal with social concerns. It is
necessary to learn to perform new tasks and take on new assignments in order to obtain
employment and thus obtain paid labour. Learning is also essential for being careful and
skilful and thus to accomplish acknowledgement for the work.

When examining what kind of learning the informants consider most valuable in order to
comply with their concerns, they all express that the most valuable knowledge and skills
come from gaining experience. Primarily knowledge and skills gained through informal and
non-formal learning are applied in their everyday work. And they all express very limited
opportunities to apply theoretical or formal qualifications at work. It is a general story that the
opportunities to utilise more or new formal qualifications are blurred, ambivalent or even non-
existing. The informants argue that the opportunities for job-development in their current
workplace that will lead to the use of more formal skills, are very restricted if not absent.
Additionally, they describe a lack of or restricted opportunities to put to use some of the
formal skills they already possess.

On qualifying for a new job or for the future demand for labour, the informants express a
great deal of uncertainty. They question alternative job-openings due to the financial crisis
and the high degree of unemployment. At the same time they express an uncertainty on the
future demand for labour. The uncertainty is enhanced by changing and contradictory
statements from employers’ organisations, and politicians about the demand for labour.

Regarding formal learning the informants also tell a story about conflicts between short and
long term interests. The reduction in labour, which has been a general tendency in all the
companies, implies that there are only enough employees left to keep the production running.
Absence due to participation in education implies a risk of decrease in - if not a stop of —
production and it thus jeopardizes their current employment. So even though formal learning
can be a mean to meet the future demand for qualified labour, participation in formal
education implies a risk of losing the current job. Thus they experience an inconsistency
between their formal rights (given by labour market agreements) and the actual opportunity
to participate in formal learning activities.

The perceived lack of alternative employment and the uncertain future demand for labour
indicates that maintenance of and adaptation to their current job seems to be the most likely
way to stay employed.

The analysis illuminates that unskilled work-life causes a multitude of different and
sometimes contradictory concerns, why it becomes necessary to compromise and prioritise
the (temporary) ultimate concern. Maintaining employment is the ultimate concern in all the
stories. The work-life-stories all express the experience that it is crucial to be flexible and

102



adjust in order to maintain employment e.g. by changing job or trade when the demand for
labour changes, and by adjusting to changes at the work-place. The absence of alternative
jobs makes the orientation toward the current job and its requirement the most meaningful
strategy in order to obtain employment.

They also express the experience that it is necessary to subordinate, adjust and even
compromise other concerns in order to obtain employment, and that the necessity to
compromise concerns implies significant subjective costs.

Despite the prevalent story of individual responsibility to be flexible and adapt, the informants
experience a limited control over their own employability, both in the current job and in the
future labour-market. Flexibility, adjustment and learning are perceived as prerequisites but
not guarantees for maintaining employment. Thus the stories reveal that uncertainty,
ambiguity, and ambivalence are experienced as unavoidable conditions in the unskilled work-
life why it is necessary to learn to cope with uncertainty and ambivalence.

CONCLUSION

The study reveals how the workers experience continuous learning as a necessity and how
their learner identity is characterised by an orientation towards the indispensability of
knowledge and skills. The workers thus comply with the rationale in the discourse on lifelong
learning: on-going learning is a necessity in order to be employable e.g. learning to
undertake new tasks, handle new machines, and work with new colleagues, change
workplace and even trade when demand for labour changes.

Their learner identity is characterized by a primarily instrumental orientation towards
participation in different learning activities. Skills and knowledge must be practicable in their
work-life in order to be considered meaningful. But this is not the same as an indifferent
orientation towards learning. The work-life stories show how the opportunity to gain and
apply knowledge and skills is relevant to the subjective meaning of work and thus contributes
to a meaningful work-life. But it also reveals how the perceived need and opportunity for
formal skills through education are restricted or absent in their current situation. The need
and opportunity to apply formal skills in their current job is restricted by the specific content
and organisation of work. Similarly, the perceived opportunity to qualify for alternative
employment is restricted by uncertainty about the future demand for labour and by the
situation in their current workplace.

The analysis shows how learner identities are conditioned by specific concerns, previous
experience, perceptions of the current situation, and expectations for the future. The
immediate experience of being able to apply experience, skills and knowledge while
conducting work is essential to the learner identity. Equally important is the experience of
what kinds of learning activities contribute to practicable knowledge and skills and enabling
them to meet their natural/bodily, practical/performative and social concerns. It thus reveals
how the content and organisation of work, their work-life historical experiences and their
expectations of the development in the current workplace and the local and regional labour
market plays a significant role for the learner identity.

The paper demonstrates how the application of a dialectic concept of learner identity formed,
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maintained, or transformed through involvement in a specific work-life can widen our
understanding of unskilled work as a condition for engaging in lifelong learning. By being
sensitive to the concerns in the unskilled work-life and how workers perceive their
opportunities to cope with these concerns, it can widen our understanding of how and why
workers in unskilled jobs ascribe formal learning activities with certain meanings in their
specific situations. Analysing the learner-identity-process as an on-going dialectical process
thus reveals how the specific content and organisation of work is significant for how workers
perceive their need and opportunity to engage in different learning activities. The study
accentuates that future research should pay greater attention to how the organisation of the
labour market and specific jobs afford different groups different opportunities for forming a
learner identity and positioning themselves as educable subjects as demanded by the
policies of lifelong learning.

REFERENCES

Ahl, H. (2006), “Motivation in adult education: a problem solver or a euphemism for direction
and control? [International Journal of lifelong Education Vol. 25 No. 4

Andersen, Sgren Kaj & Ove Kaj Pedersen (2010) De nordiske landes konkurrencedygtighed
- fra flexicurity til mobication FAOS Forskningsnotat No. 107, Kabenhavns
Universitet

Antikainen, A. (2005), “In search for the Meaning of Education and Learning in Antikainen, A.
(Ed.) Transforming learning Society — the case of Finland, Bern: Peter Lang

Archer, M. (2003). Structure, Agency and the internal Conversation. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press

Archer, M. (2000). Being Human: The problem of Agency. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press

Bélanger, P & Tuijnman, A (1997). New Patterns of Adult Learning: A six-country comparative
study. Oxford: Pergamon Press

Biesta, G. (2006). What'’s the point in Lifelong Learning if Lifelong Learning Has No Point? On
the Democratic Deficit of Policies for Lifelong Learning. European Educational
Research Journal Vol. 5 No. 3&4

Billett, S. (2008). Learning throughout working life: a relational interdependence between
personal and social agency. British Journal of educational studies Vol. 56 No. 1

Billett, Stephen (2006) Work, Subjectivity and Learning. In S. Billett, T. Fenwick & M.
Somerville (red.) Work Subjectivity and Learning — understanding learning
through working life, Springer

Boeren, E. et al (2010a). Theoretical models of participation in adult education: the need for
an integrated model. International Journal of lifelong Education, Vol. 29 No.1

Brine, Jacky (2006). Lifelong Learning and the Knowledge Economy: Those That Know and
Those That Do Not: The Discourse of the European Union Author(s). British
Educational Research Journal Vol. 32 No. 5

Desjardins, R. (2009). The rise of education as an economic policy tool: some implications
for education policy research. In R. Desjardins & K. Rubenson (2009) (red.)
Research of vs. Research for Education Policy — In an Era of Transnational
Policy-making, Saarbriicken: Verlag Dr. Miller

Desjardins, R. & K. Rubenson (2009a) (red.) Research of vs. Research for Education Policy
— In an Era of Transnational Policy-making, Saarbrtcken: Verlag Dr. Muller

104



Desjardins, R. & K. Rubenson (2009b) The Impact of Welfare State Regimes on Barriers to
Participation in Adult Education - A Bounded Agency Model. Adult Education
Quarterly Vol. 59 No. 3

Desjardins, R., K. Rubenson & M. Milana (2006). Unequal chances to participate in adult
learning: international perspectives. Fundamentals of educational planning — 83,
UNESCO: International Institute for Educational Planning, Paris

Fejes, A. (2006). Constructing the adult learner — a govern mentality analysis, Studies in
Education and Psychology No. 106, Linkdping University

Field, J. (2006). Lifelong learning and the New Educational Order. Stone-on-Trent: Trentham
Books

Hefler, G. (2010). The qualification-supporting company .The significance of Formal
Education in Small and Medium Organisations. Comparative Report, Subproject
4, LLL 2010, Danube University Krems

Hodkinson, P. & Hodkinson, H. (2004). The significance of Individuals’ Dispositions in
Workplace Learning: a case study of two teachers. Journal of Education and
Work Vol. 17 No. 2

llleris, K. og samarbejdspartnere (2004). Laering i arbejdslivet, Roskilde: Roskilde

Universitetsforlag

Jorgensen, C. H. & N. Warring (2004). Et dobbelt blik pa leering pa arbejdspladsen I, V.
Andersen, B. Clematide & S. Hayrup (red.) Arbejdspladsen som laeringsmiljo,
Learning Lab Denmark, Roskilde Universitetsforlag

Jorgensen, C. & N. Warring (2002). Laering pa arbejdspladsen In: K. llleris (red.) (2002)
Udspil om lzering, Roskilde: Roskilde Universitetsforlag

Kondrup, S. (2012). Livslang leering for alle — en arbejdslivshistorisk undersggelse af det
ufagleerte arbejdsliv. som betingelse for livslang lsering. Ph.d.-afhandling,
Forskerskolen for Livslang Laering, Roskilde: Roskilde Universitet.

Lave, J. & E. Wenger (1991). Situated learning: legitimate peripheral participation,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Lynch, H. (2008). Lifelong learning, policy and desire. British Journal of Sociology and
Education, Vol. 29 No. 6

Nielsen, B. S., K.T. Larsen, H. Salling Olesen & K. Weber (ed.) (1994). Arbejde og
Subjektivitet. Erhvervs- og Voksenuddannelsesgruppen, Roskilde Universitet

Paldanius, S. (2002). Ointressets rationalitet — om svarigheter att rekrytera arbetslésa till
vuxenstudier. Linkdping: Studies in Education and Psychology No. 86

Rubenson, K. (2011). Understanding Participation in Adult learning and Education. Paper
presented at 4" Nordic Conference on Adult Learning, Trondheim 2011

Rubenson, K. & H. Salling Olesen (2007). Theorising participation in adult education and
training. Paper presented at The Second Nordic Conference on Adult Learning,
April 17th — 19th 2007, Linképing University

Salling Olesen, H. (2007). Theorising learning in life history: A psychosocietal approach.
Studies in the Education of Adults, Spring 2007, Vol. 39, Issue 1

Salling Olesen, H. (2006). Learning and Experience. In S. Billett, T Fenwick & M. Somerville
(Ed.) Work Subjectivity and Learning — understanding learning through working
life. Dordrecht: Springer

Salling Olesen, H. (2002). Experience, language and subjectivity in life history approaches —
biography research as a bridge between the humanities and the social
sciences? Paper No. 14, Life History Project, Roskilde University

Salling Olesen, H. & K. Weber (2001). Space for experience and learning theorizing the
subjective side of work. In Weber, K. (red.): Experience and Discourse —

105



Theorizing Professions and Subjectivity, Roskilde: Roskilde Universitetsforlag

Trepartsudvalget (2006). Livslang opkvalificering og uddannelse for alle pa arbejdsmarkedet
— rapport fra Trepartsudvalget, Bind 2 Kortleegning og analyser.
Finansministeriet

106



ENGAGING UNIVERSITIES AND ADULT EDUCATION: THE PAULO FREIRE
CHAIR AT THE UNIVERSITY OF SEVILLE"
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Spain

INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, we are witnessing important changes in the field of adult education and learning.
Adult education seems to navigate between the pressures of the market, focused on
competences, and the people’s desire of an education for a better life. The key word in the
first case seems to be competitiveness, and in the second one well-being and citizenship. In
this scenario we could ask what is the Universities' role regarding adult education and
learning? How can universities engage with adult learners to improve their expertise and
their lives thinking more in well-being and citizenship rather than competitiveness? In this
paper | try to present and reflect on the co-creation of knowledge as a path for this
engagement. Some key points will become relevant: What is the nature of knowledge? Who
are the owners of knowledge? Which ways can be used to create knowledge? How can
knowledge be disseminated? As Gramsci states referring to culture:

To create a new culture doesn’'t only mean making original discoveries but it also -
and specially - means disseminating critical truths already discovered, socializing
them... and making them available in support of actions and elements of coordination
of both the intellectual and moral order (1976, p. 14, my own translation).

Adult education - in some approaches - is an attempt for creating and disseminating culture
and knowledge. It tries to build alternative knowledge that becomes useful for people’s daily
life as Gramsci affirm. This is the really useful knowledge (Crowther, 2006).

In this paper, | am going to present briefly the theoretical framework, and then some
methodological aspects based on participatory research and others deriving from the freirean
approach, mainly the notion of dialogue. This methodology has been used during my time as
head of the Paulo Freire Chair at the University of Seville. | will present some experiences
and its outcomes. Finally, some conclusions stressing the work done as an alternative in the
crossroads of adult education in transitional times.

THE ROLE OF UNIVERSITIES

Looking at the tradition, universities seem to have always taught communities. It is the
dominant discourse when debating the relationships between universities and communities.
This is derived from an approach based on Humboldt's thought. Some notes derived from
this approach are: the development of PhD as training for research; the promotion of the
principle of ‘subject specialisation’ over the principle of the ‘unity of knowledge’: and the

' | have headed the Paulo Freire Chair at the University of Seville from January 2009 to June 2013
when | resigned of this position.

107



promotion of the role of critical thinking in higher education above that of aesthetic or moral
sensibility (in Millican and Hart, 2009). Now it seems that we need to rethink the role of the
university, and this role is related, in some ways, to the request from community.

In terms of community it presents a challenge to universities to be of and not just in
the community; not simply to engage in “knowledge transfer” but to establish a
dialogue across the boundary between the university and its community which is
open-ended, fluid and experimental (Watson, cited in Millican &Hart, 2009, p. 3).

Some white papers are interesting for reflecting on the diverse roles of universities. The
document ‘The role of the Universities in the Europe of knowledge’ argues that one of the
main goals of the European universities is “to establish closer co-operation between
universities and enterprises to ensure better dissemination and exploitation of new
knowledge in the economy and society at large” (COM, 2003, p. 3). It also points four
interdependent elements towards the building of a knowledge society: the production of
knowledge, through scientific research: its transmission through education and training; its
dissemination through information; and its use in technological innovation. Plus, the most
important links between both should be done with companies and enterprises in order “to
develop effective and close co-operation between universities and industry” (COM, 2003,

p.7).

On the other hand, the document states that one of the functions of the university, among
others, is to “become a forum of reflection on knowledge, as well of debate and dialogue
between scientists and people” (p. 9).

In its ‘World Conference in Higher Education’ in 1998, the UNESCO defined missions and
functions of the university such as: to educate for citizenship and for active participation in
society, advance, create and disseminate knowledge and “provide, as part of its service to
the community, relevant expertise to assist societies in cultural, social and economic
development” (1998, p. 4). These activities are aimed to eliminate poverty, intolerance,
violence, and illiteracy from an interdisciplinary and trans-disciplinary approach.

In the 2009 ‘World Conference on Higher Education’ the UNESCO defined the Social
Responsibility of Higher Education,

Higher Education has the social responsibility to advance our understanding of
multifaceted issues, which involve social, economic, scientific and cultural dimensions
and our ability to respond to them (UNESCO, 2009, p. 2).

This key concept on social responsibility is very important. The university, as public service,
should focus on the community. The knowledge production has to be a useful knowledge for
people and for community to promote well-being and to deepen democracy and citizenship.

Spanish university regulations include as one of the roles of Higher Education Institutions the
transference of knowledge to society to support culture, quality of life and economic
developments (Ministerio de Educacién, 2001). Subsequent with this statement, the
University of Seville defines as one of its main goals:
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The creation, development, transfer, dissemination and review of science, technology,
art and culture, to promote a general view of knowledge and its transfer to society
(University of Seville, 2008, art. 3).

One of the most interesting - and new - initiatives in this field is the UNESCO Chair in
‘Community Based Research and Social Responsibility in Higher Education’. In its document
proposal we can read:

Universities can no longer continue to stand aloof and disconnected but, rather, must
create opportunities and become spaces of encounter where students and
communities of the 21st century can learn together to become more active, engaged
citizens in the creation of knowledge for a more just and sustainable world. How
higher education institutions can better tap into existing knowledge, encourage the
co-creation of new knowledge through participatory processes of enquiry and
investigation, and use the findings to challenge and find new solutions to social and
environmental problems is the contribution the work outlined in this proposal will make
(Proposal for a UNESCO Chair, 2011).

DIVERSE KNOWLEDGE

Hall (2011) points out the existence of two dominant institutional trends: the knowledge
access movement and the emergence - or re-emergence - of new discourses and practices
engaging scholars and universities to work in cooperation with people in communities. He
states:

The strongest tendency in both these knowledge democracy development is to see,
as central value, the dissemination and impact of scholarly, academic, scientific or
expert knowledge (Hall, 2011, p. 14).

| think that these two approaches mentioned above are not the only way to engage
universities to communities. It can be imagined, beyond the transfer, the collective building of
knowledge, based on other sources of knowledge, such as social movements, tradition, and
others. There are very rich and diverse sources where different and alternative knowledge is
both created and developed (Santos 2009). This creation of knowledge is occurring in the
communities where people live. As Toulmin (1977) notes, we can only understand our
concepts if we try to understand the socio-cultural process through which they are being
developed inside specific communities. Toulmin (1977) also adds that we are continuously
sharing these concepts with other people.

As Gaventa & Cornwall state:

The emphasis is more upon the ways in which production of knowledge shapes
consciousness of the agenda in first place, and participation in knowledge production
becomes a method for building greater awareness and more authentic self-
consciousness of one’s issues and capacities for action (2011, p. 71).

The first question in this way is asking about what constitutes knowledge, who defines it, who
owns it, etc.
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Sousa (2009) differentiates among an abyssal thought and post- abyssal thought. The main
difference seems to be in the visibility or non-visibility of the knowledge. According to Sousa
(2009) the distinction is based on the existence of an invisible line that differentiates between
the things that | can know or the things that don’'t make sense that | know. Quijano (2009)
derives it from a colonial structure and, in this sense, he stresses the importance of the
difference between peripheral and central countries drawn by Wallerstein (1984). Abyssal
thought, according to Sousa (see Sousa, 2009; Arriscado, 2009) characterize the modern
view of scientific knowledge, only a type of knowledge could be consider as truth - a scientific
truth.

Post-abyssal thought is called as ecology of knowledge. It is related to a different approach
including the diversity of traditional, indigenous knowledge. According to Sousa,

The ecology of knowledge doesn’t conceive knowledge in abstract, but as practices of
knowledge that they made possible or prevent specific actions in the real world... life
experiences of the oppressed are intelligible to them because of an epistemology of
the consequences. In their world [the world of the oppressed] consequences always
are before causes (Santos, 2009, pp. 50-51, my own translation).

The understanding of the world, in a freirean way, is a collective experience linked with the
environment where the process of creating knowledge takes place. Thus, knowledge
emerges from the grassroots, means a collective work of interpretation and become
Participatory Research to transform the nearest real world.

As Demo (1986) states, the criteria for evaluating knowledge is related to the utility of the
knowledge to improve people’s daily life. In a radical view, this is - according to the author -
the scientific knowledge.

The shift of knowledge in something that can be an object of private property,
separated from who has produced it, transported, bought and sold,... is, in fact, a form
of obscurantist elimination of both knowledge and experiences, in the name of its own
rationality and its subordination to a specific epistemological characteristics
associates to modern science (Arriscado, 2009, p. 235, my own translation).

One of the major tasks that are necessary to make in the process of co-creating knowledge
is to rescue traditional knowledge. At the same time that we are fighting to preserve
environmental diversity, we must preserve the diversity of knowledge, starting for the so-
called traditional knowledge.

According to Wynberg, Schroeder and Chennells (2009) traditional knowledge is usually
shared and collective by contrast to scientific knowledge usually monopolistic and
individualistic. Thinking in terms of traditional knowledge it is “important to be aware of the
cultural and symbolic, as well as economic, value of a commodity” (Wynberg, Schroeder &
Chennells, 2009, p. 7).

Traditional knowledge could be defined as:

Traditional and tradition-based literary, artistic or scientific works; performances;
inventions; scientific discoveries; designs; marks, names and symbols; undisclosed
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information; and all other traditional and tradition-based innovations and creations
resulting from intellectual activity in the industrial, scientific, literary or artistic fields
(World Intellectual Property Organization, in Schroeder, 2009, p. 37).

It is a knowledge developed,

from experience gained over the centuries and adapted to the local culture ...
traditional knowledge is transmitted orally from generation to generation. It tends to
be collectively owned and takes the form of stories, songs, folklore, proverbs, cultural
values, beliefs, rituals, community laws, local languages, and agricultural practices
(Convention of Biological Diversity, in Schroeder, 2009, p. 36).

A final issue is related to who is the owner of the knowledge. Some authors consider that
knowledge is a common heritage to the humankind. For that, the Convention of Biological
diversity

have agreed that access to traditional knowledge must be subject to formal prior
informed consent and if such consent is forthcoming, benefits arising from its
exploitation must be shared equitably. Today traditional knowledge is therefore
removed from the common heritage of humankind, as is the case with plants, animals
and micro-organisms (Schroeder, 2009, p. 15).

Deriving from this approach, knowledge is a common good and we have to find a balance
between the preservation of traditional knowledge and its commercial applications to industry
and consumption.

METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK: DIALOGUE AND PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH

In discussing the links between Popular Education and the creation of knowledge, Souza
(1990) suggests that we should seek to answer the following questions: What is the creation
of knowledge? What is its utility? Why to produce knowledge? How to generate knowledge in
a different direction? | will try to provide answers to these questions by starting from Freire’s
concepts and then connecting my reasoning to Participatory Research.

One of the focal points of Freire’s concepts is dialogue. Dialogue means multiple voices and
multiple directions. In this multiple dialogue, knowledge is edified at the same time that
dialogue takes place. It is not possible to discuss the transference of knowledge when using
dialogue; on the contrary, we can only talk about construction.

As Park (2001) states,

Dialogue, in particular, looms large as an important methodological link among the
activities pursued because of its existential significance for human life. More than a
technical means to an end, it is an expression of the human condition that impels
people to come together (p. 81).

This cannot be understood as a simple methodology. Dialogue is the core of both Freire’s
philosophy and methodology. Dialogue guarantees communication and establishes
education as a cooperative process characterised by social interactions between people in
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which new knowledge is created joining and sharing the knowledge that people have.
Dialogue, as an educational journey, considers people as social human beings and not as
recipients. Dialogue is, in this sense, the starting point to edify a liberating education.

According to Freire (1970), teaching and learning are the two steps in the process of creating
knowledge: the teacher is a learner and the learner becomes teacher. Freire stresses that
doing a collaborative work means to include community members to ground the work in
people’s daily lives. This is represented in Freire’'s terms by the generative themes that
emerge in the process of codification/ decoding. Dialogue from generative themes lead
people to reflect and transform their reality—their community, their village—in the process
called conscientizagcdo®.

The process by which people are stimulated and encouraged to explore their reality
and their awareness of it, so that their understanding of both reality and their own
consciousness is deepened, and they begin to engage in praxis (Kirkwood &
Kirkwood, 2011, p. 172, italics in the original).

This process of dialogue that becomes conscientizagdo is made through the double process
of codification and decoding. When codifying and decoding people undertake a collective
work based on both cooperation and experience. In this process people’s knowledge
emerges, creating a new one on the surrounding reality.

Connections between the freirean dialogue and Participatory Research have been pointed
out by Park (2001):

Dialogue occupies a central position as inquiry in pursuing the three objectives of
participatory research, and the knowledge associated with them, by making it possible
for participants to create a social space in which they can share experiences and
information, create common meanings and forge concerted actions together (p. 81).

I would like to stress two aspects regarding Participatory Research. The first is the
‘participatory ethos’ (Hall 2001, p. 173). Differences between Participatory Research and
other methodologies are based on the fundamental role that participation plays. Participation
guarantees that the dialogue will come from the vivencia (Fals, 2001). Participation is a
strategic element that could aid in avoiding some of the historical links between academic
knowledge and power.

The second aspect is related to the construction of knowledge. Orefice (1987) studied an
experience in southern Italy, near Napoli, where people were researching their environment.
The process involved individuals from social movements in the district and scholars from the
University in a continuous process of dialogue and knowledge exchange. It is crucial that two
different kinds of knowledge - popular knowledge based on the daily experience and
academic knowledge - can reach a mutual understanding that prevents knowledge from
colonizing the other in the process of co-creation.

Collecting several works, Regeer and Bunders (2008) differentiate between mode 0, mode 1
and mode 2 to create knowledge. These authors link each mode with the relation between

2| have decided to use the original word in portuguese, without translation.
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science and society and also with the type of knowledge produced. Mode 0 produces a
mono-disciplinary knowledge with emphasis on sciences and in a clear division between
knowledge and people. Mode 1 means a co-operation between science and society that
reached to a Mono- multi- and interdisciplinary knowledge. Mode 2 is based also on
experiential knowledge and practice “and science both actively seek the best way to
structure and manage complex change processes” (Regeer & Bunders, 2008, p. 12). Co-
production of knowledge correspond “with the idea that not only is scientific knowledge
relevant for the resolution of persistent social problems, but that social knowledge or
experiential knowledge is also important” (Regeer & Bunders, 2008, p. 14).

The authors characterized mode 2 by the following elements:

1. The method is related to the perspective of knowledge co-creation through
participation in societal practices as the communities of practices.

2. Mode 2 is more focused on the process and the different networks where
knowledge is produced than in the content of the knowledge.

3. The cycle of producing knowledge in mode 2 is held by different steps of
observation, reflection, planning and actions in a pattern similar to Action-Research
spiral (Lewin, 1946).

4. “In mode 2, actors are not regarded as people who speak on behalf of others or in
support of a particular interest, but as individuals who speak from their own
knowledge and experience” (Regeer & Bunders, 2008, p. 16).

The key word here is a transdisciplinary approach, meaning “total integration of
concepts, methods and axioms” (Apostel, cited in Regeer & Bunders, 2008, p. 37).

Transdisciplinary is the recognition that science cannot undertake the societal problems
alone: it is necessary to introduce different views - people from communities, for instance -
and this leads to the co-creation of knowledge. Finally, it is important to introduce training and
expertise in the relationships of those professionals working with community members. Skills
as mediation could be essential in these processes.

THE PAULO FREIRE CHAIR AT THE UNIVERSITY OF SEVILLE

The Chair started to work at the end of 2008. The major goals of the Chair were defined - in
2008 - as the following: to make connections between the academic world and social
movements, and to generate transference of both experience and knowledge in a way that
creates reciprocal enrichment. This last goal has shifted from transference to co-creation of
knowledge.

During these almost five years diverse works were made by the Chair. Some were related to
a literacy campaign in Nicaragua including the translation of teaching material, the training of
university students going to Nicaragua, among other activities. The Chair has elaborated
teaching material devoted to adult education; it has an electronic resource centre; it has also
published two books and organized diverse keynote series. | think that in these last activities
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we can find the most associated works to adult education and co-creation of knowledge. The
Chair has organized the keynote series as a dialogue amongst people - not necessarily
between university teacher and people in communities - for reflecting and co-creating
knowledge. Focussing in two different keynote series:

How did | read Paulo Freire?

This keynote series tried to organize an open debate about Freire, reading Freire from two
different lenses: the usefulness - or not - of his works at present time, and how Freire’s
thought can be applied to specific contexts and situations. In short: how some people have
read each book and how the book is related to a specific reality. Keynotes were given from
May 2009 to June 2010 and, in general, took place outside the University in neighbourhoods
in the city of Seville, in villages near the city and in close collaboration with local social
movements. To explain how dialogue works in this activity, | am going to explain two different
activities. One is related to food security and other to environmental issues.

All keynotes talks were organised in four steps: (1) an individual gives her/his personal vision
of the book, trying to connect it with both the specific place we were in and the concrete
theme that we wanted to debate: food security environmental issues, teacher training,
multicultural issues and others, (2) other people - such as practitioners, members of social
movements in the community, and others - presented the main problems connecting the
issue to the place, (3) anybody in the room could add something from their own experience,
and (4) people from the table responded to questions, clarify meanings, etc. It seems that
making connections between the issues handled and the book enable people to create
solidarity in the time. In two cases, keynotes were finished with a theatrical performance of
their own plays by people from the community.

The book Pedagogy of the City was addressed to environmental problems in a village near
Seville called ‘El Viso del Alcor’. The main speech within the book was made by a councillor
of the village, and it was related to the danger created by the building of a new railway route.
After this speech, other people talked about the specific situations of a community orchard
that could allow people to recover their agricultural roots. This is a very important matter
because the villages surrounding Seville are losing its definition as countryside and changing
to dormitory towns. Then an adult education teacher spoke about his work introducing
environmental issues at the school. After the common dialogue, a group of women performed
a play. During the following year a seminar on environmental issues took place and a group
of adult learners kept working on it in the adult education school.

The book Extension or Conscientizagdo was related to food security. The book was read by a
woman who was working in organic farming, and other research programmes regarding food
security. After the first reading of the book, two other individuals gave a speech. The first
speaker stressed the importance of maintaining traditional agriculture and rejecting
transgenic seeds. Next, a teacher from Nicaragua talked on the importance of connecting
literacy to agricultural development in the context of Nicaragua. Then, dialogue was opened.
In this case it was very important the notion that the ecology of knowledge is linked to the
context in which knowledge is created. In Nicaragua the utmost important issue is how to link
literacy and production to raise people daily life, while protecting the environment. On the
contrary, when people from Spain explain their own situation the major topic are
environmental issues. This event was also focused on cooperation issues. In the same line
that | stressed before, the keynote speech was useful to understand that international
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cooperation is more related to hearing people in the place where cooperation takes place,
than only to have the good will for helping people.

Facts of love and militancy

It was a keynote series devoted to popular education experiences. | stress an activity in a
village called ‘Coria del Rio’, near Seville. It is a village with long and strong tradition on both
shipbuilding and fishing activities. To this activity | connected with people from the Adult
Learning Project (ALP) to share a specific programme called Currach Project. Currach is a
traditional Irish boat that people from the ALP recover to the project for joining the Union
Canal in Edinburgh. As Reeves states,

the “boat making and communication” project was thus conceived as a way of
engaging with young men in a collective productive activity which would produce an
object they could take pride in, and use for recreation on the union canal. From the
shared experiencing participants would have a story to tell, and something to “write
home about”. Anecdotal and common sense evidence tells us that young men who
see themselves as educational failures are very unlikely to voluntarily engage in a
learning process without a clearly defined purpose. Thus the initial emphasis of the
invitation was to come together and make a boat and with the opportunity to improve
literacy skills (Reeves, 2011, p.13).

The structure of this speech was similar to the previous but the sequence of speeches was
altered. The ‘keynote speaker’ closed and not opened the session. This allowed people to
deal with different issues related to the main theme: rivers and popular education. People
told about the dredging of the Guadalquivir River, the pollution, the abandon of fishing
activities and shipbuilding, etc. At the end people created knowledge sharing and confronting
different experiences and realities. This new knowledge is related to the possibilities to
produce an alternative understanding against dominant tendencies - in this case to recover
the river as a traditional place linked with people's daily life. These processes also create
solidarity in the space.

CONCLUSIONS

Adult education is lost into a labyrinth. On the one hand, it is lost on the debate between
adult education and the practices of lifelong learning. Some authors (e.g. English & Mayo,
2011; Olesen, 1989) pay attention to two different elements of this labyrinth. First, the shift
from a public provision of education to a notion of learning as an individual responsibility.
Individuals have to take control of their own process of learning and the public policies
reinforce these tendencies.

The individualistic notion of self-directive learning lends itself to a discourse that
allows the state to abdicate its responsibilities in providing the quality education to
wish every citizen is entitled in a democratic society and shift them entirely onto the
learners or large entities such a non-governmental organisations (English & Mayo,
2011, p. 12).

The second element is related to the change from an adult education focused on people to
lifelong learning policies focused on the labour market. Historically, adult education has been
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an attempt for answering the desires of common people for a better education. This is the
tradition of the adult education. Now lifelong learning policies and practices seem to forget
this and focus on a specific issue, that is, the labour market.

In this situation what is the role of initiatives as the Paulo Freire Chair to define adult
education and learning? | am going to reflect in two different directions. First, the role of
universities regarding adult education. Secondly, the possibilities that creating knowledge
opens for rethinking adult education today.

In Spain there is not the tradition of universities acting as adult education institutions. The
notion of ‘Non Traditional Students’ in its various senses is no longer considered at large. The
University of Seville could provide an example: the university has a specific instrument to
teach adult people, mainly addressed to third age individuals, called Experience Classroom.
But this is totally apart from the regular teaching activities. Usually, adult people do not attend
regular courses at level of undergraduates or master students. Activities are organized
specifically for adults, without an official degree. Almost all activities are done in partnerships
with city halls in villages and little cities and they are mostly related to leisure than to a
specific degree. In this sense, the work made by the Paulo Freire Chair used a similar
scheme with two important differences: first, every partnership were, usually, CSO and other
social movement in each place; second the Chair has always stressed that the most
important element is the people in their own context and not the expert coming from the
university. In this sense, | think that these activities, as the diverse keynote series, are near to
a freirean way of producing knowledge by dialogue. As English and Mayo state, this occurs
“through an interactive process in which the matter at issue becomes an object of co-
investigation by the educator and learners... [encouraging for a] epistemological curiosity”
(2011, p. 14, italics in the original).

My second point is regarding the co-creation of knowledge as a possibility to rethink adult
education in these times of change. In some ways, the work we have done is close to
methodologies as Participatory Research. Relations between power and knowledge have
been emphasized by authors as Gaventa and Cornwall. Basically, the major argument is that
Participatory Research recognizes that “knowledge is socially constructed and embedded”
(Gaventa & Cornwall, 2001, p. 74). For that, Participatory Research “Involves a whole range
of powerless groups of people - the exploited, the poor, the oppressed, the marginal” (Hall,
2001, p. 173).

On the other hand, one of the characteristics of Participatory Research is the reconstruction
of both history and community life (Fals, 1986). This happened in every event by the stories
told by individuals, the actions that people try to improve, the raise of a new - or old and
sleeping - awareness.

In the activities made by the Chair, the most important issue is the attempt to make
connections between different types of knowledge, but stressing the knowledge coming from
people’s experience. This means to recover people’s experience and to re-build it as an
important part of the processes of learning and teaching. This also enables people to reflect
and criticize their own traditional knowledge, (Williams, 1986; Crowther & Lucio-Villegas,
2012). | think that people can do it in the encounter with the others and with their own reality.
From this point could emerge - or re-emerge - an adult education focus on people and on
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their surrounding reality that also include the productive system, the world of work and the
ancient desire to become a citizen.
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INVOLVING PERSONALITY TESTING IN CVET
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ABSTRACT

Within continuing vocational education and training, personality tests are increasingly used in
workplace learning workshops. But what does personality testing have to do with learning?
This study focuses on the test taker’s perspective and it explores what happens when
personality testing is used in workplace learning. The material presented in this paper
includes workshop observations and semi-structured interviews that were conducted and
transcribed in 2012. For the analysis of my findings, | look through the lens of Mezirow’s
(1991) transformative learning theory as a high level theory in adult education, with a specific
focus on “critical reflection”. My preliminary results show that personality testing triggers
reflection on self and others, even if “critical reflection” leading to “transformation” is less
present. | also find that “testing as reflecting” is an emotional process. Lastly, | conclude that
personality tests can be seen as a tool for self-validation.

INTRODUCTION

According to an ethnographic field study, personality tests are increasingly used for learning
and development in continuing vocational education and training (CVET) (Lundgren, 2012).
But what does personality testing have to do with learning? And given its increasing use for
“learning and development”, what should adult educators focus on in their workplace learning
research? One interesting aspect might be the impact that personality testing has on those
involved. Do people feel pigeonholed as they are “labeled” as a certain personality type? And
what do they experience when receiving their personality test feedback? Do they discuss
their feedback with others, and if so, what impact does the sharing have on their own
learning process? Put more broadly, what happens when personality testing is used in
CVET?

There are different ways of approaching these research questions. One could, for example,
place the object “personality testing” in the foreground and situate this study in the field of
personality psychology. Questions on the psychometric test qualities, such as validity and
reliability could hence be the focal point of the investigation. Another approach would be to
focus on the test takers and explore the emotional and cognitive learning processes that
were triggered by the workplace training course they participated in. Questions around
subjective experience, personal accounts and the individual’s reflective thinking would hence
move to the foreground. In this research study, | will go with this latter approach, focusing on
the test taker’s reflection process.

Many authors have theorised about reflection. When looking at adult education theory,
Dewey's (1933) ‘“reflective thinking” comes into mind, along with Schon’'s (1983)

“reflection-in-action”, Boud et al’'s (1985) “six elements of the reflective process” and Mezirow
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& Associate’s “critical reflection” (1991). Especially in adult education, reflection as a practice
of learning and development seems to be a subject widely researched and deeply discussed.
Often the aim is to clarify the ambiguity regarding the concept of reflection, what triggers it
and what are the outcomes (see e.g. Reynolds & Vince (2004) on “Organizing Reflection”). It
will not come as a surprise that defining, ordering and confirming “reflection” within adult
education is not an easy task.

For the purpose of this study that forms part of my doctoral research, | chose to focus on the
combination of the reflection process that is triggered by personality testing and the test
taker’s perspective in a workplace learning setting. More specifically, | was interested in
exploring the following two questions:

1. How can we best describe the test taker’s emotional and cognitive learning process
that takes place in the situation of personality testing?

2. Can we speak of (transformative) learning?

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This study builds on Mezirow’s transformative learning theory—or TLT as it is sometimes
referred to—, a theoretical framework that was first labelled in the late 1970s and more fully
developed by various authors in the 1990s and 2000s (Brookfield, 2000; Cranton, 2006;
Mezirow, 1990, 1991, 1998; Taylor & Cranton, 2012). TLT emphasizes personal growth, and
therefore focuses on the individual as the unit of analysis, especially in the “cognitive rational
approach” — which is one of the approaches that have evolved in TLT (Fisher-Yoshida, Geller,
& Schapiro, 2009; Stevens-Long, Schapiro, & McClintock, 2012). As TLT was developed with
a focus on describing perspective transformations of and specifically for adult learners, this
theoretical framework seems a suitable framework for my study.

A central concept within TLT is the critical reflection of assumptions, which can be defined as
“a critique of a premise upon which the learner has defined a problem” (Mezirow, 1998, p.
186). So the learner realises that something is problematic, and hence she or he engages in
an act of critical thinking trying to re-evaluate underlying assumptions.

Numerous authors have empirically researched “critical reflection” in various adult education
settings (Bell, Kelton, McDonagh, Mladenovic, & Morrison, 2011; Cranton & Carusetta, 2004;
Kember et al., 1999; Kitchenham, 2006; Kitchenham & Chasteauneuf, 2009; Kreber, 2005;
Liimatainen, Poskiparta, Karhila, & Sjogren, 2001; Wallman, Lindblad, Hall, Lundmark, &
Ring, 2008). Some of these studies focus on reflection as an outcome and others emphasise
reflection as a process. In a recent conference paper “On Critical Reflection”, | attempted to
analyse different approaches to functionalising levels of reflection in empirical TLT research
(Lundgren, 2013). | also discussed different qualities that an integrative model could have for
future research. Building on my conclusions from that paper, | suggest devising a model on
levels of reflection that would:

(1) Allow for thematic embedding (Kreber, 2005), i.e. there are categories, for example
domains of knowledge or content themes built into the model
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(2) Depict distinct reflection categories that are grained to the right level; e.g. Kember et
al (2000; 2008) use the four categories of habitual action, understanding, reflection
and critical reflection

In line with these two qualities, | came up with a rough framework that combines reflection
themes with levels of reflection in an integrated way (see Table 1).

Levels of | Habitual Action, | Understanding, | Reflection, | Critical Reflection,
reflection i.e. i.e. i.e. i.e.
“Automatic Makes use of Re- Evidence of change
response with little existing interpretation | in perspective over
conscious thought | knowledge to | of [...] as part a fundamental
Reflection about [...] explain [...] of workshop beliefon [...]
themes experience
[Theme 1]
[Theme 2]
[Theme 3]
[...]

Table 1: Theoretical framework combining themes with levels of reflection

Levels of reflection in the horizontal header across the table stand for the “depth” that
reflective or non-reflective thinking takes place. According to most authors, critical reflection
encompasses “evidence of a change in perspective over a fundamental belief of the
understanding of a key concept or phenomenon” (Kember et al., 2008, p. 379), and is
therefore seen as the “ultimate” level of reflection. The scale then slides to the left via
reflection, understanding and habitual action. Reflection themes in the vertical column to the
left of the table represent the context specific topics that are being reflected on (Kreber,
2005). These differ by learner and learning event, and one aim of this preliminary study is to
fill the framework with themes that are relevant to personality testing in CVET.

METHODOLOGY
APPROACH

To study the impact of personality testing on test takers in CVET, | chose a qualitative
research design that included workshop observations and semi-structured interviews.
Workshop observations, during which | was taking field notes and photographs, allowed me
to dive into the setting and context in which the learning event took place. Gaining an idea of
the setting, the facilitator, the workshop dynamics as well as the personality test employed
were important for me as a researcher in order to be able to engage in deeper interview
conversation with test takers. It also helped building trust with the organisation and its
members.
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WORKSHOP DESIGN

In a typical set-up, workshops using personality testing consist of three basic steps (see
Figure 1).

2 = = i
e _ 1 ,,' ’

Completing the Reading the Doing exercises
online individual profile based on own and
guestionnaire booklet team profile

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3
Figure 1: Use of personality testing in CVET (Source: Own pictures)

Before the actual workshop, the participants complete an online questionnaire. Upon entering
the workshop room, they receive their individual profile booklets. Most workshop designs
allow some time for reading of the profile booklet. During the workshop, the facilitator
explains the underlying personality model used in the test construction and participants are
asked to engage in exercises that revolve around their own profile as well as their team
profile. Of course the exact timing, duration and content of these three steps vary, but the
general sequence of steps 1, 2 and 3 remains the same.

DATA COLLECTION AND PARTICIPANTS

In total, 13 interviews were conducted with participants of different workshops, using different
personality tests and being held in different organisational settings. The material presented in
this paper includes six semi-structured interviews that were conducted and transcribed in the
first wave of interviews in 2012 (see Table 2). A second wave of interviews was concluded in
2013 with test takers who took part in a workplace learning workshop in a Higher Education
setting. All of these second wave interviewees were non-academic employees of a research-
intensive university in the UK. The plan is to add these interviews to the empirical material of
this study next.
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#( Name Gender Ag Profession Setting Languag Type.of
e e Interview
As part of
Academic job . Face to
1 Betty F na and Author application English face in UK
process
Workplace Face to
2| Thomas M 45 Manager training German | facein
(DE) Germany
Professional Team Face to
3 Jane F 60 | Development . English ,
. coaching face in UK
Advisor
Workplace
4 Peter M 34 | Team Leader training German | Telephone
(DE)
. Information Worll<p_lace English Skype (no
5| Veronique F 34 . training (non- :
Technician . video)
(NL) native)
Workplace
6 Kai M 48 Manager training German | Telephone
(DE)

Table 2: Summary of data collection — first wave (Source: Own data)

Three females and three males were interviewed in the first wave, each of whom voluntarily
signed up to take part in the study. The average age was 44 years with five out of the six
respondents stating their age on the interview form. Three interviews were conducted in
English and three in German. The interviews varied in length; the shortest lasted only 18
minutes and the longest lasted almost twice as long, i.e. 35 minutes. The interviewing mode
varied: the first three were conducted face to face with me travelling to the respondent’s
workplace and the later three were conducted via telephone or in one instance via Skype.

Where possible, photographs from the workshop were used to stimulate recall. At least two
photographs were shown in each of the interviews depicting scenes of the exercises that
were conducted during the personality test feedback session. The intention of showing the
photographs was to stimulate recall of the workshop experience during the interview
(Fielding & Thomas, 2001). All interviews were audio recorded and fully transcribed into
verbatim transcripts in their original language. Interview quotes were translated from German
into English for the purpose of this paper. The names used in this paper are pseudonyms,
and other names, places and employers have been anonymised.

SAMPLING
In terms of sampling method, Betty and Jane were selected using convenience sampling to
test the interview guide and to gather first experience in the research setting. Convenience

sampling means that | as the researcher had professionally interacted with Betty and Jane
before and hence | could easily ask them for an interview. As the personality testing lay way
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in the past for Betty (in the 1980s) and for Jane (in the early 2000s), | did not get to observe
the actual workshop setting and hence no photographs were used in these two interviews.
The remaining four interviews were sampled over a period of five months using a more
theoretical sampling approach. Here the aim was to maximise the variation of characteristics,
e.g. gender, age, professional experience. All four interviews with Thomas, Peter, Veronique
and Kai were conducted in one and the same organisational context, i.e. a large multinational
company. They were asked to participate in my study after they had taken part in a workplace
training course in October/November 2010 in Germany (Thomas, Peter and Kai) and in the
Netherlands (Veronique). | was familiar with the setting as | had been part of team of
facilitators for that specific workshop.

DATA ANALYSIS APPROACHES

Two approaches were used for data analysis. First, the interview transcripts were coded
using a Grounded Theory approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2007) in order to devise reflection
themes and group them into categories. The interview transcripts were first “open-coded”
(Strauss, 1987) in an exploratory way in order to tailor the theoretical model as described in
Table 1 to my specific research subject and setting.

Next, qualitative content analysis according to Mayring (2000, 2007) was used to explore and
deepen these open codes further. Qualitative content analysis according to Mayring
describes a more rule-based approach with defined steps in the analysis, such as
paraphrasing, generalisation and reduction of interview quotes, which | applied in my
analysis.

This combined approach was chosen to allow building on theoretical categories and existing
empirical research in the area of transformative learning theory—i.e. levels of reflection—
while permitting me at the same time to develop new meaning structures in the specific
context of personality test use in workplace training. The data analysis was done with the
help of ATLAS. ti.

FINDINGS

As an outcome of my data analysis, findings could be grouped into three broad categories:
“Reflection on self’, “Reflection on others” and “Further reflections”.

REFLECTING ON SELF

Betty might have felt before travelling to London for an assessment centre where she applied
for a banking job in the 1980s at the age of twenty-six that the job would not be for her. Even
without taking a series of personality and other psychometric tests she knew that her true

passion lay somewhere else. More than twenty years later, Betty reflects in a lucid and
detailed way on her younger self and what she thought when receiving her test feedback:
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And | thought: "Well I'm not going to get this job” and actually | don't care about this
Jjob anyway. | only wanted to go to London, so | said: "Really | want to be a writer!"
(Betty, paragraph 51)

Retrospectively, the situation seemed clear for Betty: she had different professional ambitions
and applying for a banking job felt out of place. However, as Betty’s report continued it
became obvious that her determination “to be a writer” was the laborious outcome of a longer
reflection process where career alternatives had been considered and family had been
consulted. Looking back, Betty—now an academic and a published author—could report on
her own journey and the testing instance that gave Betty the support and some sort of
validation in a rather calm manner.

Reflecting on self can, however, be a very emotional process with both positive and negative
feelings involved. Jane, for instance, felt that she had to retire (early) from her position as
deputy head of personnel services after reported dysfunction in her team made staying in
work unbearable. So she left. The situation had peaked in a workplace coaching session
where a personality test was used. The coaching was intended to bring the team closer
together but it seemed to have done just the opposite. Jane reported undergoing different
stages as part of her reflection process, including revisiting her own personal values, her
preferred way of working and also her helplessness to solve the problem:

What | realised was that [...] MBTI [Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, a personality test]
was telling me that I'd probably never really get to the bottom of it and it was time to
move on. (Jane, paragraph 91)

Jane furthermore understood that the work situation was causing her health problems and
that she could not let the situation continue. So she went through an emotional journey
where she reported to have been “quite upset and anxious” (paragraph 55). The way that a
personality test was used during her team coaching made the difference between her and
her colleagues so obvious that she could now perfectly understand why she did not fit there.
Looking back and reviewing her personal reflection process about eight years after she quit
her job was still an emotional journey for her. At the end of the journey, Jane re-oriented
herself to become a coach and professional development adviser, and she perceived the
final outcome as a strengthening one:

I think it made me feel stronger. In many ways because there was an explanation for
this difference, if not an explanation for all the behaviour. There was some sort of
explanation for that difference. (Jane, paragraph 199)

When personality tests are not part of a one-on-one feedback session—as in the case of
Betty—or a small team coaching session (Jane’s case) but when they are administered as
part of CVET or a workplace learning workshop with a larger group of colleagues present,
then this can be perceived as emotional stress for the test taker. Veronique is an information
technician from the Netherlands who lived in France at the time of the interview. She had
been part of such a workplace training course where test feedback was share with
colleagues through exercises and discussions. Veronique reports back on her emotional
journey during the workshop:
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In the beginning | was getting a little bit nervous [...] it's quite stressing to get your
personality out like this before other persons. (Veronique, paragraph 27)

Veronique finds it emotionally stressful to share her profile with her colleagues through
exercises but she also believes that understanding self is a good thing. For herself,
Veronique has known since she was a school child that she was more sensitive and more
aware of people than others. She talked about reading books about her “special gift” and had
completed other personality questionnaires with the help of a psychologist friend. Although
Veronique also clearly felt the difference between her and her colleagues during the
workshop, she did not perceive the difference as a threat: “When | read the profile it reminds
me of who | am” (Veronique, paragraph 95). During Veronique’s reflection process she took
the workshop and following discussions with colleagues as a reminder of her own personal
preference, and saw apparent difference as an opportunity: to learn more about self and
others.

In a similar way, Kai, a manager working in a multinational company, appreciated the
opportunity to reflect on self and then to share this with his colleagues:

Ilike it [...] I find it interesting that this is being offered [...] an opportunity to, in the
end, to work on yourself. And then to reflect. So, | find it positive. | find it an exciting
matter. And then also to give the courage to the people to share [the personality test
feedback] with each other. (Kai, paragraph 151, translated from German)

Kai perceived the opportunity to work on his self-reflection was seen as an “exciting matter”
that was — as he described it — made possible by this long-time employer who gave “the
courage” to the people to share their profiles. From his accounts it seems as if he thought
about it in a positive way during the workshop and as if he still perceived it as a positive thing
looking back two years afterwards. In the interview Kai said that he personally did not find
sharing test feedback with others problematic; he tried “to be himself’ throughout the
process.

While the stories of Betty, Jane, Veronique and Kai are all different in many ways, they each
show that reflecting on self is a very personal process, which can be emotionally engaging
and stressful, especially when there was an underlying difficult workplace situation.
Differences are highlighted through personality feedback, and often these differences are not
new to the test takers; they are only expressed and made visible in a different way. As a
consequence of reflecting on self, some interviewees reported a changed course of action,
for example Jane leaving her job or Betty deciding to become a writer. But to what extent are
these actions influenced by the personality tests? Can test outcomes be so powerful to
change the course of action? And can we speak of “transformation”, or rather an alignment of
actions and fundamental beliefs?

REFLECTING ON OTHERS
Where do people stand in relation to each other? This is a question that Thomas, a younger

colleague of Kai and team leader in the same multinational company, reflected on extensively
during our interview. Thomas repeatedly elaborated on one exercise where colleagues were
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asked to get up and form a line that would show their score on each of the test’s preference
dimensions:

I found it fascinating to see who stood in my immediate proximity [...] and who stood
further away. And then to realise for myself “OK, where do | stand?” and where do |
find friends [...] This was good and | still have that picture in front of my eyes [...] who
stood where during the course. (Thomas, paragraphs 10 and 12, translated from
German)

It seems that Thomas found this “mapping exercise” useful as part of his reflection process
on others as it helped him to get a more bodily understanding of proximity and distance in
terms of work preferences. Interestingly, Thomas refers to a picture “in front of my eyes” that
he could still recall nearly two years after the actual workshop (and this was before | showed
him an actual picture during the interview as a recall prompt). Also Peter, who took part in the
same workshop as Thomas and Kai, noted how this visual and bodily exercises helped his
reflection process: “The most impressive | found was when [...] we stood up in a line” (Peter,
paragraph 31). Visualisation was perceived as enlightening by some and sobering by others.
Veronique experienced it like this:

[...] and that was surprising for me that the person on the opposite [side of the line] - |
saw them and | thought "Yeah, now | know why we don't understand each other”
(Veronique, paragraph 15)

So visualisation helped reflecting on colleagues’ preferences: comparing, contrasting and
finding communalities or significant differences. Jane, who had already suffered from
workplace distress before joining the team coaching session, also experienced the
visualisation in a sobering or even daunting way: “The outcome was that the other two were
completely the opposite of me” (Jane, paragraph 43). Being able to describe likes and
opposites or similarities and differences is another aspect that evolved from the interviews.
Jane elaborates on “the opposites” using technical language that came from her personality
profile booklet:

[My] second letter is “N” so big picture intuitive stuff big picture. Certainly the boss |
know is definitely “S” and | think the other deputy was “S” as well so they are very nit-
picky over details about everything. (Jane, paragraph 43)

What can be observed is that the language used here is different from everyday language
used for describing people. The technical usage of terms such as “l am N” and “he is S”
seems bewildering. What do these letters stand for? And what is the meaning associated? Is
this a way of “labelling” people? What is interesting is that test takers seem to learn and
adopt this language, as also other interviewees referred to technical profile terms as part of
their reflection process, e.g. “l had a colleague [...] and for sure he was Blue” (Veronique,
paragraph 187). It should be noted, however, that the technical language used by the test
takers did not always correspond to how the facilitator made use of it, or how it was
described in reference material. For example, where Veronique pointed out that her
colleague must have been “Blue”, another person would have described the same colleague
as a “Controller-Inspector”. Although the language used was not always correct in a technical
sense, it reflected nevertheless the test takers’ perception on terminology and meaning
making of the experience. In a sense, one could say that test takers developed a new way of
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expressing themselves, a new way of communicating, possibly comparable to a form of
“literacy” on self and others.

Different interview partners used the term “aha-moment” signalling that they had come to
realise something during the workshop exercises that they were not consciously aware of
beforehand:

[...] when we were in the room and when we looked around how people were
structured. That was a sort of aha-moment. At first | learned something new about
some of my colleagues. [...] Above all about colleagues who | knew a bit better
already. It gave me a new perspective on this person. (Kai, paragraph 15, translated
from German)

What surprised me about Kai’s account was that he had an “aha-moment” about colleagues
whom he knew a bit better already. So, for him, the reflection outcome was not most
surprising for people whom he was little familiar with, but those whom he had known and
worked with for a longer period of time. Kai elaborated specifically on one female colleague
with whom he interacts in his everyday work. He had perceived this colleague to be a very
approachable person, but he did not think that she would display such a high extrovert
preference as part of the workshop exercise. Realising this he stated again: “[...] this was a
sort of aha-moment for me” (Kai, paragraph 71). The question arises whether the personality
test and workplace discussion really added to understanding colleagues at work and their
behaviour, or did it just introduce new “jargon” and the “scientification” of interpersonal
relations?

Summing up, accounts from the interviews have shown how reflection on others is different
from reflection on self: bodily and visual workshop elements deepened the learning
experience and specific language was used to describe similarities and differences. Again,
positive and negative emotions accompanied the learning process; “aha-moments” were
more frequent when reflecting on others.

FURTHER REFLECTIONS

Reflecting on self and reflecting on others were two broad reflection categories that came out
of the coding and data analysis. However, other reflection themes surfaced in my research
study, and | would like to report back on three of them in this paper:

e Situational context
e The power of validation
e Pigeonholing

Situational context. Personality profiles can be biased. One reason could have been social
desirability or other biases such as personal, cultural or organisational. It seems logical that
what the personality profile indicated as an output, strongly related to and correlates with
how the test taker completed the online questionnaire. Kai, one of the managers, highlighted
this potential bias by describing his inner conflict:
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When | saw the [personality profile] result there was a part where | would say that |
excluded my creative preference a little bit during the questionnaire. | was torn
between different situations at work. (Kai, paragraph 99, translated from German)

So while completing the questionnaire at work, Kai had different work scenarios or situations
in mind and in each situation he would have responded differently. Hence the situational
context played a role in Kai’'s case when completing the questionnaire as much as situational
context and the interpretation thereof alters human behaviour in general. Kai reminded me of
an important fact that is often reduced to these two words: “it depends”, and a social
psychologist might possibly agree that human behaviour depends on the individual’s
interpretation of the situational context. Also other interviewees mentioned this situational
component or context playing a role in conjunction with personality testing, and it would be
interesting to explore this aspect further.

The power of validation. Personality tests can confirm preference and validate difference. |
base this statement on accounts of all interviewees who reported enthusiastically about the
validity of their profile: “Yes, that's me! That's me.” (Thomas, paragraph 4) or “I suppose it
made me feel validated in some way that | was — you know — | was like this for a reason or
this is how | liked to be” (Jane, paragraph 203). Kai compared the profile to “holding up a
mirror” that reflects who you are and Betty appreciated that her desire to be a writer was not
dismissed but actually supported as part of the feedback process. Peter’s account on the
topic of receiving confirmation and feeling validated was the most elaborate one:

This [personality profile] is a good reflection on self. It’'s not about coming out as a
totally different person [...] it is more about receiving a confirmation that your self-
assessment or self-concept is correct. So, this probably validates you a bit that you
are ok in who you think you are. (Peter, paragraph 75, translated from German)

It is interesting to note how concepts, such as “confirmation” and “validation” are used by test
takers in this context. Validation of self-assessment here receives the connotation of external
endorsement, although in another interview it was described as “holding up a mirror” to
iterate Kai’'s words. Is feeling validated an outcome of reflection, or is it a feature of
personality tests? Also this theme of testing as validating deserves further attention.

Pigeonholing. Personality testing enables stereotyping or pigeonholing, i.e. the process that
attempts to judge people based on a small humber of characteristics or traits. This is, at
least, the common belief. | made a point of asking about pigeonholing during the interviews.
None of the six interview partners reported back on personality testing supporting
stereotyping or pigeonholing in their perception. Peter, for example, acknowledged that
pigeonholing does happen in the workplace. However, he felt that personality testing and
discussing personality profiles in a workplace learning environment can actually help break
down the walls of stereotyped thinking:

I think | got away from this kind of pigeonholing and also from labelling him as
“Schnacker” [Northern German for “gabbler’]. | would rather now say, okay, if | need
someone who has the skills of a sales person or someone who knows how to act
politically correct then | would get him or her on board. So that is going away from
pigeonholing and towards understanding where the know-how of a person and his
strengths lie (Peter, paragraph 129, translated from German)
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In this test taker’s experience, personality testing was seen as a tool to un-stereotype. Or
should | rather read it as a more utilitarian approach that Peter adopted after the workshop of
how to better “make use” of his colleagues for his own purposes? Other test takers might see
this aspect differently and it would be of interest to find an interview partner who is willing to
express divergent views on the topic of pigeonholing in this context.

Situational context, the power of validation and the questions around pigeonholing were all
further aspects that came up in my research interviews. Each of these additional themes
seemed to play a role in the test takers’ cognitive and emotional experience. It is, however,
not clear how they are linked to the reflection process: are they an outcome, a mediator or a
driver? In my analysis and discuss | will try to give some answers to these questions.

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION
TESTING AS REFLECTING

Personality testing triggers reflections, where levels of reflection slide from habitual action to
understanding to reflection to critical reflection or in between these categories. Was “critical
reflection”—the highest category of reflective thinking according to TLT—dominant in each of
the interviews? The answer is: probably no. Did each of the interviewed test takers engage
actively in reflecting on self and others? Probably yes. From the selection of empirical studies
that | had analysed on levels of reflection (see Lundgren, 2013), only one study depicted high
levels of critical reflection as an outcome (Liimatainen et al., 2001). Two other studies were
seen as displaying moderate levels of critical reflection (Chirema, 2007; Kitchenham, 2006)
and three could be placed in the low category of observed critical reflection (Bell et al., 2011;
Kreber, 2005; Wallman et al., 2008). So it does not come as a surprise that “critical
reflection”, i.e. change in perspective over a fundamental belief was also less present in my
study.

| believe, however, that the encounter with a personality test in a workplace setting was
meaningful in one way or another for each participant in this study. Whether Kai’s realisation
that he had different situational approaches to work depending on the context, Jane’s newly
developed form of “literacy” to converse about self and others or Thomas’ observations on
proximity and distance between colleagues — each of the interviewees became more aware
of a skill they had or acquired something new. This shows one more time that reflection, as
an outcome in adult learning, is maybe less likely in comparison to reflection as a process.
As could be shown in the findings, the accumulation of reflection in combination with
individual experience and dialogue did lead to some learning, even if it would not be
classified as “transformative” according to Mezirow’s TLT.

TESTING AS EMOTIONAL JOURNEY

Reflecting on self and others is not solely a journey of mind or intellect; it is — as my
preliminary findings have shown — above all an emotional journey. Emotions such as
discomfort, anxiousness, stress and surprise were expressed in the accounts presented
here. As Dirkx (2008) writes in his article on the meaning and role of emotions: “Perhaps the
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most common expression of strong emotions in adult learning occurs around areas of
conflict, in which there may be profound disagreement of values or interest” (p. 9). In Betty’s
case — the now academic and writer who reflected on her assessment centre experience
where she was denied the job as a banker — professional and personal interests seem to
have been at stake. For Jane, who suffered through dysfunction at work until leaving for early
retirement, a strong disagreement of values such as integrity and respect among colleagues
might have been the case. Profound difference between Veronique’s preferred way of doing
things and the mostly analytical demands at work could have led to discomfort. All of these
three women went through a difficult period or encountered a biographical disruption. The
remaining three interviewees who did not describe their personality test as emotionally
engaging—notably all male test takers—had also been rather stable in terms of their
employment history (to the extent that this was mentioned during the interviews). Personality
testing might have visualised or maybe even accelerated some of the negative emotions for
some participants; however, | wonder to what extent it would have caused real disruptions.

From each interview it became clear that a few layers came together in those workshops:
personal experiences at work with colleagues, an instrument that encouraged re-thinking and
reflecting and a conversation about all this with colleagues and the workshop facilitator. As
Taylor and Cranton (2013) explain: “It is experience, particularly prior experience [...] that is
the primary medium of transformation, and it is the revision of the meaning of experience that
is the essence of learning” (p. 35). If you think of a mid-aged person’s professional and life
experience — 44 years was the average age in this study — and then compare the
accumulation of these prior experiences to the instance of receiving a personality test
feedback in a workshop setting, then a “transformative” result seems less likely. What can,
however, be summarised about personality testing in CVET is that the tests have the ability
to act as a mirror or as a magnifying glass. Difference was visually depicted in the workshop
“line-up” exercise and emotions were magnified when discussing and comparing with
colleagues. In a sense, one could conclude that when experience involves emotions the
revision of the meaning of experience becomes more likely.

TESTING AS VALIDATING

Other than mirroring and magnifying, personality testing also had the reported effect of
confirming preference and validating self-assessment. The value that was attributed to this
kind of validation was at times astonishing. Kai, for example, expressed that the test gave
him a new perspective on this person and Jane refers to it as giving her an explanation for
the difference between her colleagues and her. One possible explanation is that validating is
part of the “normal” reflection process that leads to learning. Transformative learning builds
on John Dewey’s work on reflective thinking, where Dewey writes: “Reflection means validity
testing” (as cited in Mezirow, 1991, p. 101). In Dewey’s definition, reflection can be seen as a
means to problem solving where different perspectives and possible outcomes are compared
before coming to a conclusion. In line with Dewey’s statement, personality testing could be
seen as a tool that helps the test taker in the activity of problem solving, e.g. to question
certain prior beliefs or to review presuppositions. In that way, Thomas found the test
reassuring, Peter realised his colleague’s potential and Betty could validate her career
choice. So testing could be seen as (an additional) validating tool, where evidence is
gathered and facts are compared to decide whether assumptions can be revised or
perspectives can be changed.
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LIMITATIONS AND CONCLUSION

This study had a number of limitations. Firstly, the small number of interviewees (n=6) from a
variety of linguistic, cultural and national backgrounds could only give some first insights into
the test takers’ emotional and cognitive learning process that takes place in the situation of
personality testing. Secondly, the sampling was partially done by approaching people with
whom | had already worked (“convenience sample”). This might have biased the findings in a
way, as all of the interviewees were happy to talk about their (mostly) positive experience
with personality testing in CVET. Also, | varied the interview modes (face to face, telephone,
Skype), which could be seen as problematic, and the timing of the interviews in relation to
the personality testing event also varied; in some cases it had been far in the past and some
interviewees voiced that recall of the exact workshop situation was not always possible. As a
consequence, | hope to reduce these limitations by adding seven more interviews from the
second data collection wave. The hope is to get a more complete picture and to stabilise
some of the variations.

Choosing a theoretical framework that is founded on humanist and pragmatist assumptions
and often portrays itself as “inherently good” (Taylor & Cranton, 2013, p. 38), TLT itself as a
frame of reference could be seen as another possible limitation to my study. Newman (2012)
for example criticises the theory by stating that transformative learning is nothing more than
the outcome of “good teaching” and Brookfield (2000) views the phrase “transformative” as
overused to a point that it has no more meaning. So complementing my analysis with an
alternative learning theory might be a possible way to make up for this limitation.

To conclude, little adult education research that looks at the effects of personality testing in
CVET can be found, despite a growing number of personality tests being used in workplace
learning settings. This study has offered some insights and reflections on the test taker’s
perspective that will hopefully lead to more research interest and a fuller conceptualisation in
this area of workplace learning.
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ABSTRACT

Higher Education has become an increasingly diverse and globalised system in which the
binaries between ‘traditional’ and ‘non-traditional’ students, exclusion and inclusion have less
resonance and analytical purchase. Drawing on longitudinal, empirical research with a group
of refugees in higher education, this paper will argue that higher education can be marked
simultaneously by belonging and recognition, deficit and exclusion. Complex differences and
inequalities remain hidden and unspoken, raising new questions and challenges for
pedagogy and for equal participation of students.

INTRODUCTION

Widening education participation and social inclusion have been central concerns in lifelong
and higher education (HE) policy in the UK for more than a decade. Underpinning the shift to
an expanded, mass higher education system are arguments not only for the need for a highly
skilled and globally competitive work force, but also concerns for greater equity and social
justice. Policy discourses have recognised the way that poverty, social exclusion and lack of
education opportunity combine to reinforce and reproduce patterns of social disadvantage.
This commitment to wider participation and equality has been underpinned by investment of
resources to improve access and provide better support for student groups deemed to be
under-represented. At the same time universities are competing to recruit high fee paying
overseas students with individual universities developing policies and initiatives to recruit and
support increasing numbers of students from outside of the EU.

With the expansion of HE and the impact of globalisation HE has become characterised by
ever increasing diversity: students in HE, whether they are classified as ‘home’ students or
‘overseas’ students, no longer come from discrete places or fairly homogeneous groups. In
response to the broader range of HE students there has been a questioning of the
usefulness of terms such as ‘under-represented’ and ‘non-traditional’ student in widening
participation discourses (Gorard et al., 2006; Watson, 2006). Firstly, because such binary
terminology suggests a deficit model whereby such students require additional and separate
provision to rectify perceived weaknesses. Secondly because it implies that there is still such
a thing as a ‘traditional’ student, whereas there are multiple variables (age, gender, class,
family and cultural background, location etc.) which intersect and change over time making
simplistic formulations about the experiences of particular groups in HE difficult, if not
impossible.
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This paper is concerned with refugee students, a group who are not recognised in either
widening participation or international discourses, policies or practices. Neither UCAS' or
HESA? collect data relating to migrant background, and as they are not recognised as a
social group, performance indicators are not set or monitored and they do not attract targeted
educational funding or specialist support. As a consequence little is known about refugees’
presence in, or absence from HE, or their experiences once in HE.

For refugees who come to the UK with high levels of human capital, higher education in the
UK is one of the key ways that they can re-establish their lives and begin to re-build their
professional identities. Once refugee status is confirmed by the UK Home Office, refugees
can participate in educational opportunities on the same basis as their British counterparts.
For the purposes of higher education they are treated as home students; they pay home
student fees and can apply for student loans. However, despite in many ways appearing to
have settled into the privileged and sought after position of UK student, the experience of
being a refugee continues to play a significant role in their lives, and higher education is a
complex experience which enables multiple, sometimes conflicted subject positions. There is
no convenient single narrative of what it means to be a refugee in HE, instead the experience
can be marked simultaneously by both belonging and recognition, deficit and exclusion.

This paper juxtaposes case studies of four refugees in HE to draw out the diversity and
commonalities in experience, and how pre- and post-migratory experiences shape the
encounter with higher education. Nancy Fraser’s conception of social justice as parity of
participation is drawn upon to illuminate how the multidimensional differences that are
associated with refugee students are played out. | will argue that refugees are included in
what Fraser refers to as a marginalised or subordinate way and that cultural misrecognition
impedes their participation as ‘full partners in social interaction’ (Fraser, 2007). The paper
serves as a reminder against over-generalising or universalising the needs of particular
groups of students and highlights the importance of individual biography in order to begin to
understand the experience in higher education. Despite the radically changing nature of HE
brought about by globalisation it underlines the continuing relevance of pedagogies which
enable the recognition and valuing of individual biography and what Freire called ‘local’ or
‘partial’ knowledge as a fundamental building block for engagement in learning (Freire,
1992).

THE RE-LOCATION OF HABITUS AND CAPITAL

In conceptualising the experience of refugees | have drawn on the work of Bourdieu, and in
particular his concepts of field, capital and habitus (Bourdieu, 1977, Bourdieu and Wacquant,
1992, Bourdieu, 2004). Taken together these provide a useful conceptual framework for
understanding how the knowledge and experiences of refugees’ past lives becomes negated
and disqualified; it also sheds light on some of the experiences once in a new and different
social space. In Bourdieu’s framework the various forms of capital — cultural, social and
economic — are resources which individuals can draw upon to secure advantage in particular
fields. Crucially, in order for the various forms of capital to have value they have to exist in a

! University Central Admissions System is the organisation through which applications are processed
for entry to higher education in the UK

2 Higher Education Statistics Agency is the central source for the collection and dissemination of
statistics about publicly funded UK higher education
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field in which they are recognised and can be employed. Only when cultural and social
capital has been recognised as legitimate can it be converted into symbolic capital which
brings with it symbolic power. The refugees in this study have all come from social
backgrounds where education and academic achievement are highly regarded and they
have high aspirations. Their habitus — the embodied dispositions, expressed through ways of
speaking, gesturing, standing, thinking and feeling - and the cultural and social capital
acquired, have enabled them to move quite smoothly through education and into
professional positions in their country of origin. Bourdieu argues that when an individual
encounters a new and unfamiliar field, habitus is transformed (Bourdieu, 1990). Habitus is
permeable and constantly being restructured by the social world.

The case studies illuminate how some forms of capital gained in their past life are recognized
as capital in the field of higher education while others remain unacknowledged. The
experience of higher education in part reflects the extent of recognition of capital and the
adherence between habitus and the field of higher education. One aspect of the experience
which was common to all was the how the refugee habitus impacted and shaped how they
managed the significant emotional and financial pressures they experienced in HE. | suggest
this emotional dimension of habitus is significant when considering the experiences of
refugees. The refugee habitus is indelibly marked by the experience of forced migration and
by the hostile policy and public discourses in which refugees in the UK are situated. Feelings
of shame and embarrassment around the refugee identity, coupled with loss of professional
status and habituated respect, mark the experience of transition to the UK and become
incorporated into the habitus (Morrice, 2011).

The participants in this research were identified from a university based course which was
specifically designed and developed to support refugees with higher level and professional
qualifications to access either HE or employment commensurate with their existing
qualifications (Morrice, 2005). The four participants, two women and two men, were selected
because they were successful in securing a place in HE, and all attended university between
2006 and 2010. They came from three different national backgrounds, Iran, Irag and
Zimbabwe, and all came from different professional backgrounds. Semi-structured interviews
were conducted every six to nine months with the aim of exploring their experiences and
perspectives as they moved through their degree courses.

PATRICIA: CAPITALISING ON EDUCATIONAL CAPITAL AND THE SIGNIFICANCE OF
DOXA

Patricia was brought up in Zimbabwe where the education system was based on the English
colonial system and the language of instruction was English. Both her parents were teachers
and Patricia trained and worked as a primary school teacher for eleven years before fleeing
to the UK, leaving her husband and three young children in Zimbabwe. For the first three
years in the UK Patricia worked in care homes, and it was the perceived racism and low
expectations of her as a Black African that made her decide to return to HE to study and
qualify as a mental health nurse. Patricia described herself as ‘an academic’; she had come
to the UK with a strong learner identity and sense of her academic abilities. Similarities
between the two educational systems in terms of the learning culture and expectations, and
the absence of a language barrier smoothed her transition to learning in the UK. Her
experience of higher education was similar to her formal learning experiences in Zimbabwe,
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and she was able to confidently draw upon the knowledge, experience and practices she had
accumulated, and apply them to the UK. She had a clear understanding of the personal tutor
role and the importance of asking for help if needed; in fact personal tutors and support staff
‘...want you to use them because at the end of the day you might fail that essay...” and make
more work for them. What Bourdieu terms doxa describes the immediate adherence or ‘taken
for granted’ sense between a habitus and the field to which it is attuned (1977, p.164).

Despite dealing with the separation from her children and working full-time to support herself
and her family in Zimbabwe, Patricia’s experience of being a refugee was not disclosed with
other students. It was not ‘something that you just lay on the table and say ‘oh I'm an asylum
seeker, I've got problems at home’. For Patricia the formal learning in HE was marked by a
sense of belonging, it provided a way of transforming a racialised identity and proving her
abilities and self-worth. However, the painful separation from family members and the need
to send remittances were markers of her refugee background and remained hidden
distinctions and sources of exclusion.

FARIDEH: STRUGGLES FOR RECOGNITION AND BELONGING

Farideh had been brought up and educated in Iran. In line with expectations of middle class
Iranian families she progressed through high school and into university where she studied
nutritional science. After working for eight years as a nutritionalist in a children’s hospital
Farideh fled to the UK. After several years she enrolled on a pharmacy course. In contrast to
Patricia, Farideh came from a very different education system and had to negotiate different
learning styles and expectations. Entering university was a confusing and disturbing
experience as she struggled to decipher the unfamiliar academic writing conventions, the
learning styles, technicalities of referencing and the expectations of tutors regarding
academic assignments. She made mistakes with her written work and found it difficult to
follow and participate with classroom discussions. Her essays were returned because they
did not conform to the academic expectations. Yet, because she was classified as a home
student for fee purposes she was unable to locate or access the support services available to
international students who might experience similar difficulties.

Farideh did not question her tutors and was reluctant to approach them for help, but she was
critical of the expectations the system placed on students and the lack of clarity and
transparency about those expectations:

Some lecturers give you a lot and you have to find a little. And some give you a little
and you have to find a lot, but | still don’t know which one is what. | have to learn how
to pick up what | need. They don’t really help.

She struggled with what Lillis (2001) refers to an ‘institutional practice of mystery’: the literacy
practices are not made explicit and yet these practices represent particular ways of knowing
and being which ‘privileges the discursive routines of particular social groups whilst
dismissing those of people who, culturally and communally, have access to and engage in a
range of other practices’ (Lillis 2001, p.39). Farideh was recognised, and recognised herself,
as not having much cultural value: institutional mechanisms had fixed the value of her capital
and inculcated a belief in that value to the extent to which she was unable to occupy the
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social space with any degree of entittement or belonging. Her story is narrated from a
position of difference, exclusion and deficit. She was constantly aware that she didn’t have
the ‘right’ knowledge and this was experienced as feeling out of place, and a constant doubt
and insecurity about her ability to succeed.

To compound this, Farideh had not established meaningful relationships during her time as a
student which might have provided a source of peer support. Alongside studying full time she
was working full time to support herself. She had very little opportunity to establish
friendships, and being a student was an isolating and lonely experience. Her cultural habitus
distanced and differentiated her from other students. There was no sense of shared everyday
practices with other students as, for example, she didn’t go to bars or drink alcohol. There
was no sign of ease or belonging which comes from occupying a social space with others
who have a similar habitus and none of the social support structures available to international
students.

SAVALAN: TRANSNATIONAL RELATIONSHIPS, FINANCIAL AND EMOTIONAL
LABOUR

Savalan had his own computer business in Iran. His parents had five daughters before finally
having a son. His narrative draws attention to the significance of transnational relationships
with family members left behind, and the complexities involved in trying to reconcile different
aspects of identity. Before starting an undergraduate degree in international business, he
took an Access to HE course which provided a solid foundation for the academic
expectations of university. The practical experience, ideas and understanding that he had
built up through running his own business also gave him confidence; he was able to make
links with some of the theoretical ideas and in many ways he felt he had an edge on some of
his younger peers.

Although the academic side of university life was not too difficult and he enjoyed being a
student, the emotional and financial dimensions were acute. He was working for a security
company in the evenings, and waiting on tables during the day time to support himself and
his family back in Iran. He describes the difference between himself and some of his fellow
students:

For them it is a different story. They phone daddy or mummy and they give them
money. In my turn my mummy or daddy phones me, and they ask me for money, so
it's slightly different!

As the only son it was his role to make the decisions and support his parents financially; he
felt this responsibility for his family as 'a lot of pressure'. When his two younger sisters started
at university he took on financial responsibility for them, which made it increasingly difficult to
combine study and work. Coupled with anxieties about his family in Iran and his ability to
provide for them, were concerns about his vulnerable status in the UK. Savalan was one of
the first refugees to be given only temporary status to remain in the UK, rather than
permanent residency (Home Office, 2005). In the third year of his degree his leave to remain
expired and he had to apply to remain in the UK; fear of being deported became a constant
worry overshadowing his life.
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Despite these tremendous financial and emotional pressures, Savalan felt unable to share
his struggles with his fellow students or his tutors. To do so would have exposed his status as
a refugee in the UK.

Everything they [the media] say about refugees is bad...| am a refugee but | have got
respect for myself, | don’t want to be down in front of people....it is embarrassing
really.

For Savalan, life in higher education involved managing and reconciling different aspects of
his transnational identity. Accruing cultural capital was fairly straightforward and he could
build on the professional and practical capital he had developed through his business in Iran.
His habitus was marked by his Iranian culture and the expectations placed upon the only son
and brother, and latterly since becoming a refugee, by his vulnerable status as a temporary
sojourner.

ALAN: TRAUMA, BELONGING AND BOUNDARIES OF BELONGING

Alan, an Iranian Kurd, had worked as a civil engineer before coming to the UK. He arrived in
the UK in a box under a lorry and describes his flight from Iran as being without warning and
unexpected. His migration narrative foregrounds the horror of sudden flight and his fear at
finding himself in an unfamiliar environment, without family or friends, in which he could not
begin to imagine a future. His first few years in the UK were spent trying to come to terms
with the trauma of his flight into exile and undergoing medical treatment for his mental health.

Alan gained a place on a Masters programme to study civil engineering. Like Savalan he was
studying for a degree which was linked to his career before he came to the UK, and he was
able to draw upon the calculations and the methods he had used in Iran. In both of these
cases the ability to draw upon their experiences and cultural capital was a significant factor in
easing their transition through the structures and expectations of higher education. Part way
through his MSc mental health issues intervened and Alan had to switch from full-time to
part-time study mode in order to ‘sort things out’. Despite these ongoing difficulties he gained
enormous confidence and sense of belonging from being a student.

| really enjoy the feeling of being a student again! ...like to be there all the time. It's a
nice feeling. It's a nice environment...Everyone is coming for a reason to get the
knowledge, to get the qualifications, to know more about things ...

Being a student at university represented more than a means to a qualification. It gave him a
positive identity, that of being a full time student, and had significance on a personal and
emotional level. It gave him a sense of agency and meaning at a time when forced migration
had led to the disintegration of any biographical certainties he may have felt as a young
person in Iran. It gave him a sense of personal agency and meaning at a time when forced
migration had led to the disintegration of any biographical certainties he may have felt as a
young person in Iran. Giddens (1991) describes how late modernity constantly precipitates
crises of self, but at the same time also creates opportunities for individuals to construct their
own meanings and biographies, what he refers to as the ‘reflexive project of the self.
Similarly, in his biographical study of adults in higher education, West (1996) describes how
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education can be an emotional and intellectual resource in helping participants move beyond
the fragments of their past lives.

Higher Education is potentially a space in which to manage and transcend feelings of
marginalisation, meaninglessness and inauthenticity in interaction with others; in
which it is possible ... to compose a new life, a different story and a more cohesive
self. (1996, p. 10)

Despite this, hidden distinctions marked him out from his fellow students. Like the other three
case studies, Alan was having to work to support himself financially. While the formal, taught
aspect of being a university student had a levelling effect: ‘everyone is the same so it’s fine’,
the broader experience of being a student was marked by differences in habitus and
differentials in financial resources and in motivations. He felt some of his fellow students had
come to university ‘just for the fun and not for studying’; they had parties and went out most
nights. It was a life style that he couldn’t afford to be part of and couldn’t disclose it to his
peers. Underlying his story is the anguish which can underlie and impact upon the process of
transition and reorientation to life in exile.

The narratives of Patricia, Alan and Savalan emphasise the alternative positive identities
provided by being a student. However, like Farideh, they did not have the sense of ease and
‘fish in water’ quality that characterises the interactions of students with similar habitus. They
had very different understandings and expectations of family and of the economic realities in
which they lived; this constrained and shaped their experiences at students and generated
distinction.

DISCUSSION

Each participant was from a habitus which brought particular dispositions, and which framed
expectations and behaviours in the new social space. Accessing higher education was a
strategy which enabled them to accrue tradeable capital which had value in the UK
employment market and had the potential to enable them to re-establish professional
identities and regain their social status. The kinds of learner identity which could be
constructed and the ease with which educational success could be achieved largely
depended on the extent to which their existing capital could be deployed, and the degree of
adherence between their habitus and the field of higher education. This was illuminated in
Patricia’s case: the colonial education system of Zimbabwe had not only equipped her with
the English language skills which even in Zimbabwe were recognised as being an
advantageous capital, but also the ‘essayist literacy practices’ required for success in the UK
higher education system (Lillis, 2001). In higher education she was able to operate with
security and confidence which having the right kind of knowledge and capital instils. She had
a sense of entitlement and belonging to social space which enabled her to effectively trade
up through education into symbolic capital and educational reward. For the others, whose
capitals were not as mobile and were not accepted, access to higher education meant not
only improving and developing their English language skills, but also adapting to the new and
unfamiliar expectations of the field. Farideh was acutely aware that her forms of capital were
judged to have little value. Her cultural habitus as an lIranian woman placed her in a
subordinate position because it marked her out as a student of inferior quality in the UK
system, unprepared for the expectations of higher education. She experienced higher
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education as anxiety, insecurity and feeling out of place. Denied opportunities for capital
transformation and trading, the transition and the construction of a confident learner identity
was more difficult and her subject position was marked by deficit exclusion. For Savalan and
Alan the transition was smoother as both were able to draw upon their previous experiences
and the knowledge they had accumulated and use it in their new identity as student: their
cultural capital was perceived as legitimate and tradeable and academically they had a
sense of belonging and recognition. However, their refugee habitus generated distinction and
exclusion. For Savalan this distinction centred around managing the financial and emotional
aspects of transnational relationships and his insecure status. For Alan it centred around
managing the trauma of forced migration, although for Alan in particular, HE was an impor-
tant source of recognition and belonging, despite the differences from his fellow students.

What | have termed the refugee habitus is shaped by the negativity in both public and policy
discourses towards asylum issues; this has ensured that the refugee/asylum identity is one
which is generally disparaged and from which it is difficult to generate a sense of self respect
and dignity. Consequently, for refugees in higher education it can remain the ‘elephant in the
room’, imposing a deep shadow on their lives, their decision making and their ability to
engage with higher education, and yet it remains unacknowledged and unrecognised in
policy and practice. Being a refugee worked as a marker of habitus, generating distinction
and boundaries from other students and from belonging. However, this experience has to be
seen in the context of global and social inequalities and poverty. The habitus is also shaped
by the material realities of forced migration and globalisation which mean that refugees are
often supporting themselves and family members in the country they have come from. The
financial and emotional burden is acute and yet it is lived as a private, hidden matter.

Fraser’'s (2007) conception of social justice as parity of participation illuminates how the
multidimensional differences that are associated with refugee students are played out.
Although refugee students are not deliberately excluded from participating in academic life
and social interaction, the diverse learning, social and emotional aspects of refugees lives
are not made visible in policy discourse; instead refugees are included in what Fraser refers
to as a marginalised or subordinate way (Fraser, 2007). The social status of refugee is not
recognised in HE policy and this cultural misrecognition impedes their participation as ‘full
partners in social interaction’. (Fraser 2007, p. 315) A starting point towards greater social
justice for refugees would be the removal of institutional barriers to participation, such as
ensuring the academic and social support structures provided for international students were
also available to refugee students. Coupled with this, pedagogical practices which draw on a
Freirean understanding that knowledge is a product of socio-cultural conditioning and the
‘partial’ or ‘local’ knowledge which students bring with them, in the case of refugee students
their cultural capital, forms the foundation from which other knowledge can be built (Freire,
1992).

CONCLUSION

The four case studies sketched here have highlighted the importance of individual biography
and past experiences in order to begin to understand the experience of refugees in higher
education. They highlight the diversity of refugee experience and are a reminder against
universalising the needs of refugee subjects or over-generalising experience with notions of
trauma or victimhood. Instead, agency and complex identity work are revealed in each
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narrative. Bourdieu’s framework of habitus, capitals and field has enabled the
conceptualisation of refugees in higher education not as being in deficit, but as being located
in a field which fails to recognise or legitimate existing capital. | have suggested that there is
an important emotional and ethical dimension to habitus which gives greater analytical
purchase to identity formation and provides scope for conscious deliberation of subjects.
However, the subjective experiences of refugees in HE are inextricably linked to the wider
political and economic framework and the objective social reality of global inequality. The
political responses to migration and globalisation are framed through policy and public
discourses about citizenship and asylum which are driven by an imperative to restrict the
movement of certain migrants and curtail entitlement to citizenship. Higher Education is not
shielded from, or immune to these political imperatives: we see them played out in HE
through economic discourses which compete for and welcome some migrants (international
students paying overseas fees) as desirable and worthy subjects of support and attention,
while ignoring and rendering invisible less desirable migrants: refugees.
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WRITING & UNIVERSITY INTERNSHIP: AN EDUCATIONAL PATH
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The research aims to define learning methodologies and tools for students so that the latter
may master the complex skills required by the work environment. The education experience
carried out by University of Bari is here presented: a research on internships was carried out
in order to find out all the activities achieved by students. Writing activities were chosen as
one of the most effective tools in order to promote reflexion-related activities, as it is
considered the most influencing way to acquire relevance from experience. If internships are
part of university learning methodologies which flow into the "working culture”, then training
for documentary writing is a way to raise students with reflexion-related methodologies. An
educational path in which internships and documentary writing are combined will also be
outlined. A possible educational methodology for writing training in postgraduate
environments will be traced.

1. UNIVERSITY INTERNSHIP AS A RESEARCH TEACHING SUBJECT

Since its introduction in the Italian University System, internships (Tirocinio) have become the
key points of adult education (Galliani, 2001; Marzi, Salerni, Sposetti, Storchi, 2007).

Internships are officially part of the Italian educational university courses of study by Law no.
341, November 19, 1990. Pursuant to Law no. 196, June 24, 1997 and Framework Act
(Legge Quadro) no. 845, December 21, 1978 on professional education, internships
represent an integrated tool with due regard for obligations and mutual liberties between
offerors, trainees and enterprises: it is a way to connect individuals, aims, purposes and
knowledge from different contexts, reconciling supply and demand in the world of work.
Internships do not represent a business collaboration and there is no wage or reimbursement
given to trainees: nevertheless, from students' point of view, it represents the first and true
occasion to be aware of real working conditions and environments, thus proving their
competences learnt during specialized courses (which are really hard to be proved in
classroom) (Baldacci, 2010). This is a preliminary environment in which new and different
roles coming from professional education can be met: tutors, mentors, supervisors represent
educational and institutional figures which are really detached from academic settings; they
are asked to integrate theoretical frameworks and practical knowledge without giving rise to
technical approaches but alternating observational and active stages.

Notwithstanding its salient role, university internships have not been defined from a
terminological and theoretical point of view, also because their regulation is recent.
Sometimes it is confused with other similar forms such as training or apprenticeship.
Internships are part of a framework based on active training and learning-by-doing
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methodologies in which a central role is played by being part of a context considering social-
cultural values (contextual learning) and practicing expertise (extra-contextual learning).
Experience acquired during internships involves students' personal engagement within the
working context; on the other hand, it involves analysis and evaluation processes on practice
which prove to be useful for students of Educational Sciences.

Many studies dealing with internship-related achievable models and supervising activities
carried out by universities are proof of the importance given to internships, considered an
opportunity to learn from practice. In ltaly there is a relevant amount of examples concerning
scientific domains and interpretive categories that have reintroduced Dewey's perspective of
learning by doing as well as learning seen as Communities of Practice (Wenger, 2006). The
pragmatic model, which implies internships to be a central issue in terms of reflective actions
and which generates practical and productive knowledge, has become a theoretical
reference point when dealing with internships. Previous studies by D. A. Schén,1993; M.
Eraut, 2001; J. Mezirow, 2003; B. Rogoff, 1984, have confirmed this perspective throughout
time thus clarifying, even from different viewpoints, all the different inconsistencies that mark
a difference between formal education (University) and informal, internship-related learning
scenarios (Perla,Vinci, 2012).

University internships should be endorsed as pre-placement entities: here, students "trigger"
intellectual actions as a synthesis of practical knowledge, stratification of expertise and
institutional techniques: these actions are not much "educated" in formal teaching contexts.
During internship programs, students have the chance to learn meaningful systems, implicit
norms and routines which are typical of working environments: these aims are getting more
important in High Quality Training Programs throughout Europe. Many scholars (Schén 2006;
Wenger 2006, Scaratti, Kaneklin, Bruno 2006; Sarchielli 1990; Alastra, Kaneklin, Scaratti
2012; Bertagna 2011, Fabbri and Rossi 2008) confirm that internships gave a great
contribution to the achievement of professional paths for university students.

During internships, students experience a "testing ground", redefine their cognitive schemes,
validate their knowledge, compare their skills with unprecedented situations, explore some
personal traits such as initiative, risk-taking proneness, self-confidence, planning, autonomy;
this experience is useful to assess a possible gap between the acquired knowledge and the
expected knowledge needed in professional contexts. Through internships students can
acquire experience, being aware of their own competences. Supervisors play an important
role in fostering professional subjects: they manage ongoing experience, allow students to
establish connections with ex-ante acquired knowledge, foster resilience and coping abilities.

Assessing internships requires the so called everyday cognition methodology (Rogoff, 1984)
which can go deep into work culture and understand learning schemes which classroom
cannot convey. By embracing a practice-based methodology, research in education tries to
assess these new paths and contexts. As for this research is concerned, some preliminary
questions had to be asked. For instance: what does a university student think of his/her
internship? What does he/she learn during this experience? How is knowledge between
experts and trainees conveyed? Can internships transmit all the complex skills required by
the work environment (action planning, problem finding, problem posing, decision making)?
Universities are asked to define learning methodologies and tools for students so that the
latter may master these skills.
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2. RESEARCH-TRAINING ON DOCUMENTARY WRITING OF INTERNSHIP-RELATED
ACTIVITIES

2.1 REASONS FOR THIS CHOICE

Thanks to an initiative coordinated by Prof. Loredana Perla, representative of the internship
program (Tirocinio) activated by the Faculty of Educational Sciences, University of Bari since
the academic year 2010-2011, a course based on research & training on Internship-related
University Teaching (Didattica universitaria del Tirocinio) has been spurred. The program has
two main aims:

a) detecting internship-related experiences among students of the Faculty of Educational
Sciences;

b) assessing the effectiveness of an alternative to the traditional material produced by
students in order to report their experience at the end of their internship. This writing
alternative is called La memoria del Tirocinio (Internship Recollection) and asks of students a
twofold commitment: on the one hand, they should meditate on their experience, on the other
they should be able to describe this experience. The hypothesis at the base of this research
was that a "narrative log" of one's experience may enhance students' experience by
explicating all the events that otherwise, in traditional reports, would ever be included. This
research aimed at testing with trainees the possibility to create a narrative, documentary
writing for professional environments, in order to verify if this methodology may enhance
practice-based learning processes even for any possibility emerging after internships.
Traditional internship-related reports are often considered functional acts, a bureaucratic duty
and a simple account of tasks one has carried out; in this new perspective, instead, writing
for internships allows time and space for a more detailed "story". The methodology chosen
aimed at giving the opportunity to write one's experience during an internship by writing,
working through its productive potential, as it may unleash personal traits of internship
students.

The choice of documentary writing to train university students towards the so called "working
culture" (and in this sense internships are the first place to carry out this form of training)
comes from the idea that writing is an essential tool to train university students as well as
adult workers (Perla, 2012b). Writing is an educational tool; it helps students having a critical-
reflective approach on the activities they carry out; by writing, students are aware of their
experienced events, they provide a tangible collection of events, so that they can cope with
future critical situations. Learning to report internships by writing may represent a way to
learn a better alternative to face (with more meditation, more awareness, more criticism,
more self-control) the complex domain of work-related situations. If internships are part of
university learning methodologies which flow into the so called "working culture", then
training for documentary writing is a way to raise students with meditative-related
methodologies, the latter being of paramount importance for the working environment.
Providing documentary evidence of training methodologies and practical knowledge - and
internships represent one of the most important examples - is never easy to achieve or to
carry out, as it is difficult to explain all the implicit elements that are part of one's experience
(Perla, 2010) but also because knowledge during internships is progressively built during
communicational interaction between tutors, (school, community, business) mentors and
students.
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Writing gradually trains students towards critical and meditative analyses of the activities
he/she is doing; he/she absorbs processes and products day by day; he/she settles into an
environment in which, as a trainee, lives with fears, as he/she is not able to interpret it
immediately. By writing students put their experienced reality apart; they can label every
experience so that they can face, manage, understand them in the future.

Documentary writing, meant as a complementary tool for internships, has a fundamental
educational value, as it allows information coming from contexts to be rationalized;
processes can be arranged into suitable discourse-related schemes, and there is a
continuous interchange among different actors within (tutor, supervisors) and outside
(mentors, employers) universities.

Some possible internship-related writing objects are:
1) Students approaching professional settings

2) The organisational context

3) Supervision reporting

4) Internship project

5) Project monitoring and self-assessment

6) Practice-related knowledge

2.2 AIMS, METHODOLOGIES AND RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS

This research-training, based on collaboration and participation, joins practical people and
theoretical researchers, and aims at strengthening partnerships between Universities and
local territory/ies, and it is fruitful only if it is useful (Perla, 2010). It also aims at establishing a
local theory that implies the adoption of a collaborative status of research, even referring to
one or more methodological frameworks used as reference in order to guide research
cognitive processes and the choice of appropriate tools. Methodological background in
research on Writing and Internship included: empirical phenomenology (Mortari, 2007, 2010;
Perla 2010, 2011, 2012b); Self-study of Teacher Education Practice (Loughran & Northfield
1996); narrative inquire (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).

Research & training aimed at:

a) reading-interpreting internships of pedagogical courses seen from students' direct point
of view and analysed in terms of language contents, descriptions and narration;

b) favouring documentary writing skills in students-trainees in order to make internship-
related activities worth;

c) drawing from a corpus analysis the distinctive features of writing-related activities
carried out by trainees;

d) creating a documentary archive of internship-related processes and products of
pedagogical courses, in order to support recorded history and to preserve its memory.

The whole project consisted of different stages.

During the first stage a questionnaire to a representative sample of students of the Faculty of
Educational Sciences has been handed; these students had already experienced an
internship program, so the questionnaire aimed at exploring their status and detecting
possible flaws in order to enhance internship-related education activities. 124 students took
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part in the project. Probably due to some limitations in the methodology used, the
questionnaire could not identify relevant, narrative-based contents, thus making them
"unvoiced". This is why a research&training program was implemented, in which an in-depth
analysis of the quality of experience (seen from students' perspectives) and the related
implicit traits had to emerge.

Before involving students in documentary writing activities, the research team identified the
central issues dealing with research&training; some preliminary, collaborative sessions with
students/trainees were organised together with the designated administrative unit of the
Faculty. By asking students expectations and ideas, during these meetings the team has
decided to set up training sessions on the identification of primary aims, in order to find
peculiarities in university internships. Six preparatory meetings were organised: here, three
members of the research group met students/trainees (groups of 5/7 people).

During the first two meetings some specific workshops were organised: the main activities
were autobiographical writing and dilemma-based cased sessions (Perla, 2010) and
brainstorming sessions in which students tell their expectations about their internship; two
additional meetings aimed at explaining training contents.

The last meeting was organised in order to outline the essential traits of the
research&training (Scrittura e Tirocinio) program and to clarify the role of each student in this
project. These meetings were useful in order to "ratify" a sort of agreement between two
entities, that is the "research group" and the "students group". Students were explained that
this project aimed at discovering narrative research about learning processes involved in
tasks for young adults (represented by internships) in order to get, in turn, trainers of young
adults.

The last stage of this program was to provide groups with the appropriate writing tool, La
memoria del Tirocinio, by explaining them the specific aims of this research&training
program:

a) make sure that students/trainees' point of view can emerge by means of autobiographical
writing sessions in which their training experience was outlined;

b) validate a documentary writing tool which could be useful to identify explicit and implicit
experiences of these training sessions for internships;

c) highlight some possible critical issues so that the whole program could be enhanced;

d) detect qualitative traits of internship-related experience told by students, in order to be
aware of these issues (by identifying a specific knowledge of internship activities seen from
the "key players" of this activity) and to enhance training (writing activities can be useful in
order to create a complementary, educational framework).

The documentary writing tool, La memoria del Tirocinio, followed students throughout the
whole internship experience, and it is made of five sections: bio-documentary, planning,
narration, evaluation, self-assessment, epistolary. The first two sections ask the trainee to
assess his/her activities carefully and in detail, including the whole organizational context in
every aspect. The remaining two sections pertain to writing activities dealing with the narration
of internship. Here, trainees write their activities as a daily log, thus allowing a qualitative
reporting of the whole experience. The final section has been added later in the organisation of
the project; therefore, it is not included in this analysis because there is no enough data to
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provide objective assessment. Nevertheless, this section includes relevant writings between
tutors and mentors in which students are also included; there are also feedbacks sent by
trainees to tutors in which they assess their experience and point out any possible
enhancement that can be done.

2.3 WRITING ANALYSIS

The whole corpus of documentary writing (divided into two sections: writing on the spot and
meditative writing) was analysed by means of qualitative and phenomenological analysis
(Qda technique according to Moustakas, 1994 also known as "structural analysis") aimed at
highlighting some interpretive categories dealing with internship from the trainees' point of
view.

Structural analysis is a QDA (Qualitative Data Analysis) technique which can be applied to
descriptions, narrations and autobiographical representation of given phenomena (in this
case, internship as a narrated experience by trainees). Its aim is to "represent the experential
core" (Moustakas, 1994).

Similar to GT (Grounded Theory), this methodology considers recursive data analysis in
order to verify if the research process yields a faithful representation of a given phenomenon.
This means that interpretive descriptions have been checked and verified with students, too,
so that they could confirm data to be reliable after the interpretation process carried out by
the research team.

The analysis followed Moustakas' stages:

1) Reviewing the Transcript. writings have been read and summarized.

2) Horizonalising the Data: identification and listing of relevant statements towards the
analysed phenomenon; these statements have been labelled as "meaningful descriptive
units". This stage has been defined "horizonalisation" because it allows the creation of a
horizon of meaning(s) by the different writers; this represents the hardest stage in the whole
process of analysis, as readers-researchers have to assess and select relevant contents.

3) Finding Themes: after all the meaningful descriptive units have been selected, data is
revised in order to avoid redundancies. Meaningful descriptive units are gathered into
common fields or "clusters of meaning", so that data is gathered into specific categories.

4) Developing Textural Descriptions: at this stage there is a rough listing of the different
categories emerging from internships. This stage, defined as textural, was carried out on
both documentary writing types (writing on the spot and meditative writing) in order to grasp
qualitative descriptions.

5) Exercising Imaginative Variation and Developing Structural Descriptions: during this
stage some possible meanings were interpreted in order to be aware of the essential themes
and contexts that could be representative of the described experiences. A structural
description of experience is therefore created: unlike textural description, based on the
representation itself, this technique focuses on how a given phenomenon is experienced. In
other words, the dynamics underlying the experience, representative themes and qualities
like feelings and thoughts aroused by the experience are described (Moustakas, 1994, p.
135).
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6) Creating Composite Descriptions: this is a creative, synthetic description that includes
all previous stages.

7) Synthesizing the Meanings and Essences of the Phenomenon: considering all the
elements arisen from the previous stages, the research team could draft a general
description in which the "essential, non-varied framework" dealing with internships is
outlined, together with its essential qualities (distinctive traits).

3. SOME RESEARCH-RELATED DATA
What may be inferred from students' writing activities?

First of all, a really high expectation level in terms of personal growth: trainees, during their
internship, have stated that they want to assess their ability to feel able to cope with "the
impact in a professional setting" and its related issues. Another relevant category in terms of
expectations dealt with the notion of learning from experience (Mortari, 2003), the latter being
a manifestation of a certain abstract degree found in university courses, which can be found
in some professional contexts, too. Dealing with professional environments, in fact, creates
an undeniable gap between training theory and practice (Vanderlinde, Van Braak, 2010).

One of the most relevant themes emerged from the analysis of documentary writing samples
dealt with the reception of trainees carried out by institutions. The majority of students has
stated they had a positive reception from the hosting institution: therefore, the preliminary
impact on their experience was generally positive. Critical issues emerge when it comes to
the relationship with mentors. In detail, students stated they could not have frequent
relationships with them neither in a preliminary stage nor during their experience. There is a
continuous reference to contrasting feelings and moods: some were negative, as
communication within the institution was not always clear and functional to the tasks trainees
carried out; some were positive, as some students stated that their internship experience
represented an educational experience, notwithstanding its difficulty. Another relevant
consideration involved the relationship between trainees and their mentors; the latter proved
to influence quality assessment of the whole project according to students' point of view. This
relationship, mostly described as demanding, hard, complicated, stimulating, educational
strictly depends on the specific, personal and professional profile of a mentor. Personal traits
and professional behaviours are considered the most critical elements which could have an
influence on the final assessment of the internship experience. Communication with
institutional personnel is highly influenced by unvoiced descriptions which have compromised
trainees' activities: this is confirmed by the fact that descriptions are not detailed and there is
a continuous narration of disagreements about specific tasks trainees were given.
Notwithstanding all the barriers in terms of communication, students have stated that the
most relevant skills they acquired during internships dealt with planning (courses, Master's
Degrees, classes, events), communicative expertise, problem management, social-relational
skills; nevertheless, it has to be underlined that these statements are not generally described
in detail. This aspect is an issue to ponder: detailed activities deal with public communication
skills, while on the contrary descriptions of personal competences in the perspective of a
future trainer of adults is less frequent.

Another critical issue emerging from the analysis involves internship modalities: these range
from shadowing mentors to a more involving role in the fulfillment of practical task. Activities
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like data-entry and "simple" observation of activities managed by mentors or personnel are
also described. There are also bureaucratic or secretary-like descriptions: these tasks
involved simple activities such as photocopying, telephone answering and welcoming
activities. Students have rarely stated they have acquired new skills from their mentors'
professional activities; one third of their descriptions explains that mentors are not able to
share their practical knowledge. This confirmed that some relational dynamics cannot be
established, such as the so called legitimate peripheral participation (LLP, Wenger, 2006). In
this perspective, mentors have no minor role. This is why from the analysis of documentary
writing samples description is here not easy, even blocked. As for the description of tasks,
there are many details about contextual environments on an example-based basis: this
informal feature may be analysed by means of additional tools. From the descriptions an
environment not always positive may be inferred; routine activities and tasks are often
described, thus limiting trainees' motivations.

Writing-on-the-spot descriptions resulted in a non-positive scenario.

Meditative writing sessions, instead, because of their "detached" nature in terms of time,
softened the impact of negative statements which can be commonly found in on-the-spot
descriptions. A general, positive feedback was given to La memoria del Tirocinio, because it
allowed the internship experience to be re-elaborated: students found learning by thinking as
important as learning by doing. These writing sessions also allowed the activation of meta-
cognitive processes: in this way, enhanced awareness of internship-related aspects may be
seen. Action results, action possibilities, experience assessment are more often described in
meditative narrations than in on-the-spot descriptions (Schén, 1993). The description of the
different tasks is full of details. Many students appreciated their mentor's educational backing
(whereas on-the-spot narrations were full of critical opinions): this leads to an active fruition
of experiences, thus fostering shared meditative situations (Perrenoud, 1998; Donnay &
Charlier, 1997).

In brief, there is a need for permanent training so that students may be included in
communicative practices involving tutors and university mentors; writing skills should be
fostered in terms of meditation and language competence. University internships, in this
sense, are not always formally expressed. There are many positive samples described by
students: nonetheless, some insufficient descriptions are present, too. The working
environment is not always a good environment: trainees are sometimes left by themselves,
and all they could do is to observe other people or carrying out worthless activities. The same
situation can be observed in the relationship with university supervisors or tutors: these
relationships should join trainees and adults "in a development of potentialities which
otherwise could not be conveyed" (Bondioli, Ferrari, 2006, p. 18) but sometimes they are
perceived as a "fugitive experience" (quoting one actual description).

In this case, internships become a paradox: even though it is an institutional activity, it goes
through "gloomy" procedures.

In conclusion, the representation of internships coming from the collected data is a complex
one, though it is heterogeneous depending on the specific context. Generally speaking,
though, it is really far from students' expectations.

Quality may be enhanced if professional settings and Universities create an internship-based
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integrated system, a model which is theorised but not performed. This system should join
Universities and local institutions: in our local situation, this connection hardly exists.

A preliminary meeting point involves testing professional training curricular schemes in which
internships are of fundamental importance and meant as a junction tool of practical
knowledge. Universities and local institutions should work together, looking for new
internship-oriented educational models: in this sense, university courses should be revised
(internships may be carried out during the first year, and the total amount of internship hours
may increase). This means that theory (University) and praxis (internships in local
institutions) should intertwine (a possible reference is represented by courses offered by the
Faculty of Educational Sciences, Galliani, 2001). This also means that these models should
be based on meditation, performativity, research&training proneness. These concepts may
"launch" students into professional environments, as they can gain experience in this
particular connection between Universities and enterprises.

Another issue deals with the enhancement of educational practices for students/trainees.
This implies education activities in order to improve writing skills, but the problem of
communication between tutors and mentors is of primary concern. This issue clearly
emerged from the analysis of data: these two figures are hardly connected. Educational
communication is fragmented; there is no trace of agreed activities between university tutors
and professional mentors. The process of educational backing of trainees is still a subject
matter of discussion.

4. TRAINING FOR UNIVERSITY INTERNSHIP BY MEANS OF DOCUMENTARY WRITING
ACTIVITIES

This section outlines a possible methodology for university trainees.

This scheme involves writing-related educational knowledge, so that Universities may
educate trainees properly.

Writing for internships means to achieve some operational aims: some proposals taken from
the collected data was also added, thus approaching empowerment methodologies which
are typical of autobiographical education (Demetrio, 2008, p. 267). This project aims at
fostering the potential of each trainee in terms of writing skills: writing his/her own experience
also means to enhance his/her cognitive and meta-cognitive competence, and this is an
essential proficiency for university students.

First recommendation: writing to be aware of oneself in professional settings. Writing during
internships means to describe one's experience, but this implies a preparatory, self-analytical
and scientific effort. This means that trainees should face this challenge in order to make
themselves ready to enter the world of work. Students should look into themselves, looking
for their subjectivity or their inner being, as stated in philosophy by Kierkegaard (Derrida,
2002, p. 137). Therefore, in the light of some retrieved data, it would be useful to let
students/trainees write about their inner subjectivity in connection with their beliefs and
unvoiced fears. In this way, this kind of writing activities have a "secret enjoyment" (Derrida,
Ferraris, 1997), or some implicit notions (Perla, 2010) that approach students to professional
environments. It is undoubted that this may represent an influence on them. This is why
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writing activities may be a useful tool (Cifali, André, 2007, p. 139-146; Perla, 2010, p. 135-
182)

Second recommendation: writing to participate. Documentary writing for internships foresees
a free description; nevertheless, since it is an institutional document, it should also be
representative, meaningful, clear. Trainees should describe their experience in terms of what
was representative for them (such as people, contexts, professional activities; personal
feeling, preconceptions, prejudices should be avoided); everything is remembered triggers
dynamics of participation.

Third recommendation: writing internship-related knowledge. Trainees have emotional
peculiarities on a daily basis. Describing what they feel means to learn how to separate
critical issues, unvoiced discomforts, difficulties experienced in professional environments,
but it also includes every positive feeling concerning their experience and competences. This
is why they should share these feelings by describing them.

Fourth recommendation: writing to understand the public-private continuum. "Mixed writing"
in which internship-related experiences and private descriptions are combined should be
encouraged. Private life and profession are perceived as separate entities (only few students
combined these two fields): functions and roles are clearly distinct. Writing is useful so that
students can understand the connection there is between public and private life, as in both
domains one's ego is genuinely represented. Writing activities let trainees understand that
even professional settings are places in which personal potential may be developed. A
profession makes one's ego come true: it conveys social integration and happiness, provided
that the professional choice is contemplated and committed. Internship in this sense may be
really useful in order to understand if this choice is the right one or if it is the case to think
about another field. Documentary writing activities let students/trainees get to know with the
public dimension, as it implies a sense of responsibility. Describing work-related activities
means to narrate as an ethical exercise. Writing is a way to convey frank statements.

Fifth recommendation: writing for internships means starting a new professional history.
Internships represent a bridge towards the world of work: it is a place in which young people
enter a new community.

In this sense, narrative writing activities gives voice to details, specific traits, connections that
are typical of a particular moment of one's existence. Self-knowledge is pulled alongside
knowledge of the new arising from professional environments. Writing for internships is like
writing another personal itinerary: a history of an internship.

Summing up, documentary writing activities for internships may become an ideal, epistemic
"place" in which specific knowledge is produced: this may prepare students/trainees to the so
called "working culture", and Universities should re-consider this notion in order to train
students properly.

153



REFERENCES

Alastra V., Kaneklin C., Scaratti G. (2012). La formazione situata. Repertori di pratica. Milano:
FrancoAngeli.

Baldacci M. (2010). Curricolo e competenze. Milano: Bruno Mondadori.

Bertagna G. (2011). Lavoro e formazione dei giovani. Brescia: La Scuola.

Bondioli A., Ferrari M. (2006). Il supervisore: una figura in una rete di sguardi. In A. Bondioli,
M. Ferrari, M. Marsilio, I. Tacchini, I saperi del tirocinio. Formare gli insegnanti
nelle SSIS. Milano: FrancoAngeli.

Cifali M., André A. (2007). Ecrire I'expérience. Vers la reconnaissance des pratiques
professionnelles. Paris: Puf.

Clandinin D.J., Connelly F.M. (2000). Narrative Inquiry: Experiences and Story. in Qualitative
Research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Demetrio D. (2008). La scrittura clinica. Consulenza autobiografica e fragilita esistenziali.
Milano: Raffaello Cortina.

Derrida J. (2002). Donare la morte (tr. it.). Milano: Jaka Book.

Derrida J., Ferraris M. (1997). Il gusto del segreto (fr. it.). Roma-Bari: Laterza.

Donnay J., Charlier E. (1997). L'accompagnamento riflessivo: un dialogo fra tutor e soggetto
in stage. Pedagogia e Vita, 5, 74-98.

Eraut M. (2001). Non-Formal Learning and Tacit Knowledge in Professional Work. British
Journal of Educational Psychology, 70, 113-136.

Fabbri L., Rossi B. (Eds). (2008). Cultura del lavoro e formazione universitaria. Milano:
FrancoAngeli.

Galliani L. (2001). 1l tirocinio nell’ambito del corso di laurea in Scienze della Formazione
Primaria. In Michelutti G. (Ed.) (2001). /I tirocinio nell'ambito di Scienze della
Formazione Primaria (pp. 13-28). Udine: Forum.

Loughran J.J., Northfield J.R. (1996). Opening the classroom door: Teacher, Researcher,
Learner. London: Falmer Press.

Marzi V., Salerni A., Sposetti P., Storchi M.N. (2007). Seconda indagine sul tirocinio. Le
attivita degli studenti del Corso di Laurea in Scienze del’Educazione e della
Formazione. Roma: Edizioni Nuova Cultura.

Mezirow J.(2003). Apprendimento e trasformazione. Il significato dell’esperienza e il valore
della riflessione nell’apprendimento degli adulti. Milano: Raffaello Cortina.

Mortari L. (2003). Apprendere dall’esperienza. Il pensare riflessivo nella formazione. Roma:
Carocci.

Mortari L. (2007). Cultura della ricerca e pedagogia. Prospettive epistemologiche. Roma:
Carocci.

Mortari L. (2010). Dire la pratica. La cultura del fare scuola. Milano: Bruno Mondadori.

Moustakas C.K (1994). Phenomenological Research Methods. Thousand Oaks: Sage
Publications.

Perla L. (2010). Didattica dellimplicito. Cio che l'insegnante non sa. Brescia: La Scuola.

Perla L. (2011). L’eccellenza in cattedra. Dal saper insegnare alla conoscenza
dell’insegnamento. Milano: FrancoAngeli.

Perla L. (2012a). Scritture professionali. Metodi per la formazione. Bari: Progedit.

Perla L. (2012b). Scrittura e Tirocinio. Una ricerca sulla documentazione. Milano:
FrancoAngeli.

Perla L., Schiavone N., Vinci V (2012). La memoria del tirocinio. Una ricerca sulla scrittura
documentale degli studenti universitari. Giornale Italiano della Ricerca
Educativa, Lecce: Pensa Multimedia, 8, 145-161.

154



Perla L., Vinci V. (2012). Tirocinio formativo e apprendistato di alta formazione come
mediatori del sapere pratico. Risultati di un’indagine. CQIA - Centro per la
qualita dell'insegnamento e dell'apprendimento. 2(5), 26-41.

Perrenoud, Ph. (1998). De la réflexion dans le feu de l'action a une pratique réflexive.
Université de Genéve, Faculté de psychologie et des sciences de I'’éducation
(repris dans Perrenoud, Ph. Développer la pratique réflexive dans le métier
d’enseignant. Professionnalisation et raison pédagogique. Paris: ESF, 2001).

Rogoff B., Lave J. (1984). Everyday Cognition: its Development in Social Context. Harvard
University: Cambridge Mass.

Sarchielli G. (1990). Il tirocinio professionale nel processo di socializzazione al lavoro:
richiami concettuali ed orientamenti operativi. In E. Neve, M. Niero (Eds.), /I
tirocinio. Modelli e strumenti dell’esperienza delle scuole di Servizio Sociale
italiane (pp. 121-133). Milano: FrancoAngeli.

Scaratti C. (2006). | saperi che servono: verso nuove professionalita tra produzione e ri-
produzione di conoscenza. In G. Scaratti, C. Kaneklin, Bruno A. (Eds.), La
formazione universitaria. Pratiche possibili (pp. 25-46). Roma: Carocci.

Schon D. (1993). Il professionista riflessivo. Per una nuova epistemologia della pratica
professionale (IT. transl.). Bari: Dedalo.

Schon D. (2006). Formare il professionista riflessivo. Per una nuova prospettiva della
formazione e dell'apprendimento nelle professioni (IT. transl.). Milano:
FrancoAngeli.

Vanderlinde R., Van Braak J. (2010). The Gap Between Educational Research and Practice:
Views of Teachers, School Leaders, Intermediaries and Researchers. British
Educational Research Journal, 2, 36, 299-316.

Wenger E. (2006). Comunita di pratica. Apprendimento, significato e identita (tr. it.). Milano:
Raffaello Cortina.

155



AGENCY AND FUTURE LIFE TRAJECTORIES IN ACCOUNTS OF ACCESS TO
HIGHER EDUCATION STUDENTS IN ENGLAND

Piela, Anna
University of Leicester
United Kingdom

Busher, Hugh
University of Leicester
United Kingdom

James, Nalita
University of Leicester
United Kingdom

Palmer, Anna-Marie
University of Leicester
United Kingdom

ABSTRACT

This paper investigates experiences of Access to Higher Education Diploma students in
England in order to better understand ways in which they enact their agency as learners and
conceive their future professional trajectories against the current UK policy backgrounds.
Using repeated focus groups with 60 students aged 19-54 from seven Further Education
Colleges and surveys we generate and analyse the data thematically. Whilst some research
suggests that Access students’ motivation to undertake further studies is inherently utilitarian
in its focus on finding a better paid job, we argue, drawing from Foucault’s concept of
‘technologies of the self’ that enrolling on Access is often a part of a broader project of self-
betterment and self-definition.

INTRODUCTION

Across Europe, Higher Education (HE) institutions are being transformed by policy
interventions to create mass HE that would satisfy the need of European economies for high-
skilled labour (Field et al., 2010) in a global market. Part of the means of achieving this
transformation of HE is thought to be by widening participation in it. However, widening
participation is a contested notion linked in part to social justice and equality of opportunity
and in part to strengthening economic prosperity both for individuals and nationally (Burke,
2007). These are now emerging in discussions on the nature of citizenship and of higher
education (Zgaga, 2009).

In England and Wales an important element of the widening participation agenda is the
Access to HE courses, which currently recruit about 40,000 adults a year (Quality Assurance
Agency, 2012a). These courses were originally established in the 1970s in England and
Wales for those ‘excluded, delayed or otherwise deterred by a need to qualify for (university)
entry in more conventional ways’ (Parry, 1996, p. 11) in an attempt to redress the balance of
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educational disadvantage (Jones, 2006, p.485). In the late 1980s the then government of
Britain identified Access to HE courses as ‘the third recognised route into HE’ (QAA, 2012b).

Access to HE courses are designed to assist adult learners (aged 19 years or older) with
progression to university by equipping them with the subject knowledge and generic skills.
They lead to a diploma that is awarded by regional award validating authorities (AVAs) which
are regulated by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) on behalf of central government in
England and Wales. The courses are usually provided by Further Education (FE) Colleges
which are institutions that deliver Level 3 education (A-level courses as well as Access to HE
diplomas).

However, recently, widening participation in England and Wales has been redefined as ‘fair
access’ to HE through the development of particular admissions practices by HE institutions
(Department of Business, Innovation and Skills, 2012), rather than as free access to HE for
those people from marginalised social groups who were traditionally under-represented in
HE. Since 2012, central government has encouraged Access to HE course providers to
target younger people to strengthen the national economy and lessen the impact of high
youth unemployment. From 2012/13, changes to the FE funding system for students (DBIS,
2010) mean that young adults aged 19-24 years undertaking their first full level 2 or level 3
qualification (equivalent to ‘A’ level in England) will be fully funded. From 2013/14 older
(mature) students aged 24 years or over undertaking level 3 or higher qualifications there will
only be government backed loans (DBIS, 2010; 7) unless they choose to pay in full in
advance for level 3 courses such as Access to HE courses. This considerable shift in national
policy is likely to put off mature students from applying for Access to HE courses as these
people are often in financially straitened circumstances because of family commitments and
/or modest wages.

The aim of this paper is to consider changing perceptions of self, happening in the course of
progression through the Access course. These considerations are framed by Foucault's
notion of ‘technologies of the self’ and in particular, narratives as techniques of constructing,
regulating, and caring for one’s self — as knower, learner, and moral agent (Golden, 1996, p.
383). Foucault’'s conceptualisations are helpful in explaining certain patterns emergent in the
data whereby students’ self-perception improves dramatically in a period shorter than a year.

TECHNOLOGIES OF THE SELF

The article draws from Foucault’'s concept of ‘technologies of the self’. Foucault developed
this notion relatively late in his work, and it is noticeably different from his earlier ideas of the
self underpinned by ‘technology of domination and power’ (Foucault, 1988a) that granted
relatively little agency to subjects constricted by various systems of representation. Foucault
was interested in developing a framework for analysing the self without prioritising power or
desire, as in Marxism and Freudian psychoanalysis respectively (Besley 2005). He
developed his ideas using examples from the antique and early Christian periods, as it was
his aim to historicise questions of ontology instead of looking for an ‘essence’ of human self
or technology as was in the case of Heidegger. Instead, Foucault created an understanding
of a subject who is constituted by technology, power, and discourse, rather than one that
simply dominates others through the application of these tools.

157



Foucault developed the notion of four interlinked technologies (here, denoting ways of
revealing the truth): of production, sign systems, power, and self (Besley, 2005). A large
proportion of his work was focused on identifying mechanisms between the technology of
power (based to a large extent on the triad power — knowledge — discourse), but Foucault
himself admitted that those deliberations underestimated the importance of agency of the
self, and rectified that omission by redeveloping the notion of power in order to conceptualise
agency as self-regulation.

Foucault’s later notion of the self is that of a continual reconstitution and deconstruction,
whilst a subject is self-determining and capable of challenging and resisting the structures of
domination in modern society’ (McNay 1992, p. 4, emphasis mine). Technologies of the self
are fundamental in the process. Foucault defined them as techniques that ‘[...] permit
individuals to effect by their own means or with the help of others a certain number of
operations on their own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to
transform | themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom,
perfection, or immortality’ (1988a, p. 18).

A related notion of ‘ascetic practice of self-formation’ link into this conceptual structure, as
ascetic denotes here an ‘excercise of self upon the self by which one attempts to develop
and transform oneself, and to attain a certain mode of being' (Foucault, 1997, p. 282). Once
again the contrast between the essentialist notions of the self and Foucauldian proposition of
the self as being constantly reforged becomes clear. The ultimate aim of such reforging is the
independent achievement of an ethical self whereby an individual is a ‘moral agent of his/her
own actions’ (Golden, 1996, p. 383). Such achievement is dependent upon the possession
of ‘knowledge of oneself — ‘the truth concerning what one is, what one does, and what one is
capable of doing’ (Foucault, 1988b, p. 68).

Narratives are proposed by Foucault as one kind of technologies of the self, useful in the
process of readjustment of the self. In Golden’s words, narrative is useful in education ‘for the
construction, regulation and care of selves (as knowers, as learners, and as moral agents)’
(Golden, 1996, p. 383). People come to understand the world, and their place in it through
narratives, or storylines. Stories of Access students discussed in later parts of this article
follow specific storylines/patterns of transformation, and demonstrate several aspects of
‘identity work’.

METHODOLOGY

The study was carried out in seven Further Education (FE) Colleges in the East Midlands of
England in 2012-2013. It investigated the perspectives of Access course students, on their
past and present learning experiences, the transformation of their self perceptions as
learners during the Access to HE courses, and the impact on their learning of the
relationships they developed with their tutors and fellow students in the socio-economic
contexts of their lives.

It adopted a social constructivist perspective (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and applied a linked
case study design (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In each case, all Access course students in
each college were invited to participate and asked for their informed consent. They were also
asked to complete two questionnaires (an entry and an exit one). The focus group sample
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consisted of N=60 students, 48 female and 12 male. The students came from a variety of
socioeconomic backgrounds; the majority were employed in low-paid jobs and were aged 24-
29. Most were the first person in their family to go to university, but some already had
degrees but were studying on Access in order to change careers.

The qualitative data from the interviews was audio-recorded, transcribed and analysed
manually using NVivo to achieve a form of thematic analysis. Such an analysis takes account
of participants own constructs of themselves and their contexts which then facilitates the
interpretation of the data (Miller & Glassner, 1997). The participants were then presented with
the transcripts and given an opportunity to comment on them. The quantitative data from the
questionnaires was analysed with simple descriptive statistics while the qualitative data in the
questionnaires was scrutinized to generate numeric codes that would help to illustrate trends
and patterns within the cohort of the study.

NARRATIVES AND THEMES

The findings presented here of students’ perspectives of their experiences fall into four
themes: reasons for taking the Access course, sacrifices made to study on Access, and
future imagined trajectories.

REASONS FOR TAKING THE ACCESS COURSE

Access students enrol on the course for a myriad of reasons and it would be impossible to
identify a anything that such motivations share except perhaps a deteriorated economic
context of the job market and low wages. The financial risk experienced in previous
employment probably underpinned the motivation to enter an arrangement that ultimately
held the potential to improve the financial situation of the participant (despite being also
fraught with a different set of risks, as noted by Waller (2002)). However, the reason for the
enrolment was never given as straightforward financial problems — students tended to talk
about updating old qualifications (which due to their age and character potentially prevented
them from seeking a new position), as in the case of this student:

Now in my thirties | find that my qualification is out-of-date and that’s why I'm returning to
education. (Student at College 3)

Sometimes, there was a pronounced contrast between students current or recent positions
(the unsatisfactory ‘present’) and what they anticipated would be their professional
opportunities upon graduation from University (the brighter ‘future’). In this sense, the future,
imagined selves play an important role in enrolling on Access. One student said: ‘...now I've
got more of a career aspiration...’, indicating that Access is a means to an end: having a
career, instead of just having a job.

Importantly however, it is not just the job/career opportunities that are seen to improve with a

new qualification: the entire self is seen as being improved, and this is expressed by often
used phrases ‘to better myself’ or to ‘do better’ as in the case of two students:
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So | cut all my hours down at work to come and do this course really so | could just
better myself, get a better job, enjoy it. (Student at College 7)

| was unhappy in my current job and | wanted to sort of do better than | was doing
before. (Student at College 7)

In both extracts the concept of bettering the self is bound with a more enjoyable, satisfactory
job. Importantly, neither student referred to a ‘better-paid’ job; similarly to Waller’s (2002)
research, the job satisfaction was clearly much more important than earning potential.

Participants often appear disillusioned with their current or recent situation and sometimes
they are struck by the realisation that they are dissatisfied upon having a life-changing
experience, such as illness or a relationship breakup. The yearning for a job that is
something more than (to use a term that is repeated often in the narratives) a ‘dead-end’ job
is often a part of a deeper desire to improve one’s circumstances that is bound with an ability
to identify and take advantage of various opportunities.

I've been working in customer service for a long, long, long time. Figured maybe there
must be more to this, more to work and do something that | feel has more value than just
serving people. (Student at College 2)

when | spent that time in hospital when | was recuperating if you like after various
operations, you kind of look at yourself and think, “You really need to take that opportunity
to do what you need to do when you can do it’. (Student at College 7)

In our sample, there was little evidence that family members were against the participant
committing to a year in college and following that, three years at university, as Waller (2002)
and Reay (2001, 2002 & 2003) indicated in their studies of Access students’ experiences. In
contrast, students felt that family members not only supported them in their decision, but
provided inspiration to study and ‘better themselves’. The example below also demonstrates
that one’s identity as a learner and as a spouse/parent are not separate, but complement
each other.

I've always wanted to go to university. Never really had the confidence to think that |
would ever be able to until | sort of met my husband. And now I've had my little boy, |
want to set him a good example. (Student at College 7)

Other students also emphasised other aspects of their future imagined professions than
strictly monetary. For example, women (who constitute almost 75% of the Access population
in in England) who go into ‘caring’ professions such as nursing and midwifery often indicate
that their decision to enrol on Access was influenced by the need to help others and to be
altruistic (Waller 2002). As in Reay’s study (2003), the wish to study was linked to a desire to
make a contribution to society. Below, the first excerpt illustrates the motivation of a woman
in her thirties who experienced post-natal depression and received a great deal of support
from her midwife; the second one is from a narrative of an ex-social worker who wanted to be
a paramedic:
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my midwife really, really helped me [after the birth of my babyland | thought that if | could
ever help anybody like that, it would mean so much to me and that’'s what spurred me on
(Student at College 3)

I work with people that have got physical and mental disabilities already, | had an
incident where | had to go to hospital with one of our tenants and on the way to the
hospital we came across an accident that had happened and there was no other
emergency services there apart from our ambulance. And from them on it was just like, ‘I
want to be a paramedic. | want to go into nursing.” That just sort of gave me the kick and
| started looking around and seeing what | could do and came across the Access course.
(Student at College 6)

These narratives reveal the gendered positioning of the speakers: it is a socially acceptable
thing for females to want to help others, be nurturing and caring, and it positions them in a
more favourable light than leaving the family in order to lay foundations for a professional
career. Here caring for the self is linked to caring for others (Golden, 1996).

As Waller (2002) notes, altruistic motivations are not recognised by policy that focuses on
students improving their qualifications in order to earn more money. Many students in our
sample were already in employment and although many expressed dissatisfaction with it,
they did not indicate that while employed, they were in a difficult position. Despite the label of
‘disadvantaged’ students (a label generally resented by Access students who are
nevertheless referred to in these terms by policy makers), they said in interviews that their
roles included, for example, an estate agent, bank clerk, shop assistant, which allow a
reasonably affluent lifestyle. One participant from College 7 who later got accepted on a
Criminology university course, said:

My last job was working for the IPCC, the Independent Police Complaints
Commission, and | was basically doing a role where it was good money. It was very
good money but a lot of the things | was going, | was basically being an unpaid
solicitor. | was doing a lot of work towards that but didn’t have the title.

The described role offered a range of advantages, it was based at a prestigious institution,
was well paid, and mentally stimulating. However, the participant felt that two things it lacked
was recognition of her skills and a clear progression path. In that sense, she had career
aspirations that could not be met by her role, and she made the decision to leave it (despite
the financial security it offered) and enter much more precarious circumstances of being an
Access student.

Despite the very varied range of motivations to start the Access course, students’ narratives
describing their reasoning related to coming back to institution-based education share two
things: they are in stark contrast to government’s discourse of inclusion of ‘deprived’ citizens
in a competitive knowledge economy that forms a basis for a neoliberal educational project
whereby students enter commercialised educational systems (and become commodities
themselves), and they indicate very intricate and profound ‘identity work’, as students identify
their positions and related deficiencies (lack of confidence; unhappiness; outdated
qualifications; lack of job satisfaction), and then verbalise a need for improvement. In other
words, returning to education is not about better pay; it's about re-forging oneself, and the
study on Access is itself nothing short of a ‘technology of the self’. Although the government’s
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discourse presents desirable positions offered by Access — those of neoliberal subjects
facing the risks of educating individually, yet bearing the responsibility for the national
economy collectively, students construct alternative desirable positions, those based, in
Foucault’'s words, on ‘enjoyment of the self’ (Foucault, 1988b, p. 68) in the knowledge that
one is fulfilling one’s potential instead of wasting it in unsatisfactory occupations. This is not a
straightforward process; hard decisions have to be made to give up sources of income,
however unstimulating and unpromising, and students have to return to an educational
institution which, although different from primary and middle school, may bear unpleasant
associations with earlier education (which for many Access students was a traumatic
experience). Overcoming these obstacles is part of what Foucault describes as ‘exercises,
practical tasks, various activities’ (1988b, p. 50) that are the basis for the regulation of the
self.

SACRIFICES MADE TO STUDY ON ACCESS

Whilst financial gain (as a result of more ‘professional’ employment) is not the aim for many
Access students, it is important to note that enrolment on Access often means a deterioration
in students’ financial situation due to partial or full surrender of employment due to time
constraints, and in some cases, course fees as well as additional costs such as childcare and
travel.

| suppose life isn’'t all about money at the end of the day isn’t it, but you've took a
complete drop in your wages. Like people have gone from working full-time to either not
working at all or cutting their hours right down. (Student at College 7)

Some participants openly admit that they would not be able to cope financially without the
support of their partners. This respondent explains the harsh financial reality of being a
mature student:

I've had to drop down to twenty-five hours but | was working thirty-five hours a week. So
I've lost approximately three hundred and fifty pounds a month on my wages, which is
hard. I've got a house to pay for and a car to pay for and other bills. So it is hard, but |
know that I've got a supportive partner who is helping me as well. He’s picked up hours
at work. We do help each other out and | know that at the end of this course | am going
to be able to benefit from that. (Student at College 3)

The fact that she has a supportive partner means that she is not reliant on state financial
help. The couple negotiate the risk of decreased wages together. So compared to a
participant from another college who was on her own, she was in a slightly better position.
The next excerpt comes from a single female student:

I had no money at all last year and [my tutor] noticed | wasn’t eating when | was at
college and so she sorted me like a food card which I'll still be getting this year so that |
can get lunch or anything like that. Any money that | did have | was having to spend on
bus fare to get here. So she managed to sort out a bus pass so that | can get here.
Things like that. (Student at College 4)
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Very varied circumstances of students may lead to very different levels of financial support.
Factors like age (19-24) and already possessed qualifications (not higher than Level 3) may
qualify students for free study; the income level and number of children may qualify the
student for additional financial grants either from the state or the college. In the focus group
at College 5 students recognised this differentiation/inequity and debated thus:

Speaker 1:1 think people are here to learn. They want to learn. They obviously want to
better their lives. | understand that we have tuition fees at university or whatever, but this
year course nationally should be free for anyone who wants to do it.

Speaker 2:Yeah because it only means that those people, people like us, will probably be
going on to get better jobs, earning more.

Speaker 1:Better jobs to make the economy better.

Speaker3: Yeah. Exactly.

Speaker 4.Free education is not giving people benefits. It's like we want to better our
careers so that we can be better people.

The concept of ‘bettering’ — improving lives, careers, and selves is central to this discussion.
Students recognise that there is an expectation of the state that they are flexible and adjust to
the changing economy by acquiring new skills. They criticise the fact that some of them are
required to pay for the Access programme, because they see it as advantageous to
everyone: themselves and ‘the economy’. In this discussion the policy discourse about
individual responsibility for economy competitiveness (BIS, 2010) is critiqued on the basis
that the state will benefit from better educated citizens who will contribute to the economy,
therefore it should support their efforts.

Students position themselves as rational; the distinction between free education and benefits
is important as they separate themselves from the negative discursive subject position of a
benefit claimant (often pictured by the mass media in and policymakers in stereotypical and
negative ways, as demonstrated by Garthwaite (2011)) and instead take up positions of
people who are upwardly mobile and willing to actively support the economy growth through
having successful careers, thus constructing them as supportive of government’s objectives.
This is an interesting example of how student resist being positioned within a specific
narrative, or a storyline.

The financial burden of study (where many students have to work part-time) is just one of the
pressures on the students. They often use the phrase ‘spread myself too thinly’ to express
the sensation of not having enough time to devote to different spheres of life. In the first
extract the student’'s somewhat dramatic statement is an interesting counterpoint to claims
made by many students in the next section about ‘finding who they really are’. An identity
struggle like the one described below is linked to a difficulty related to losing the sense of
belonging (Reay, 2001).

Sometimes | lose myself. | feel like I'm losing my personality just because of these
essays... you're doing all that but you can’t spread yourself any thinner enough to be

there for your friends. (Student at College 2)

In the second extract we see that the pressures of study create a situation where a student
feels a lack of freedom, but at the same time understands this is a result of their own choice,
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and therefore, their own responsibility. A similar sense of inner conflict is experienced by
many students we interviewed.

Like | know it shouldn’t matter because I've chosen to do the course, but you still want a
bit of freedom. And | feel like | don’t see any of my friends. | don’t go out anymore.
Which is fine because it's the choice I've made to come here, but | think sometimes you
just... (Student at College 7)

Regulation of the self through, among others, readjustment of daily routine is necessary in
the wider project of identity work. A student has to reconstitute themselves through
education, and experiences a loss of interactions that formed the basis of the ‘old self’.

FUTURE IMAGINED TRAJECTORIES

At this point in their Access course (December-January) the students still did not have a
crystallised idea of what their future will be. However, they construct a strong contrast
between the ‘past’ and ‘future’. The past is associated with negative experiences such as
‘wasting their life’ as mentioned in the next extract, followed by narratives of personal growth
during the Access year to very positive imagined future trajectories and opportunities.

Speaker 1:We've all got that little sparkle like that if we don’t do it, we're just wasting our
life like again. | think because we’ve all like learnt from our past experiences and we'’ve
grown as individuals and we know where our end goal is going to be basically and if we
don’t do this, we can’t achieve that finish line. Speaker 2: It's like a second chance.
(Students at College 2)

It is notable how this student talks of the old, ‘pre-Access’. The phrase ‘wasting life’ indicates
a rather negative perception. Coupled with ‘learnt from our past experiences’ and ‘second
chance’ it suggests a narrative of a thorough, positive internal transformation, almost as in
the narrative of a converted sinner; this story seems to be framed by the neoliberal discourse
that assesses an individual’s value based on their capacity for their economic contribution
and wealth generation. The participant positions themselves as someone on a mission, with
a very clear objective, which could be either completing the Access course, getting into
university, completing it, or establishing a successful career. This binary between previous,
wasted life and future life full of opportunity and personal growth suggests that studying on
Access can definitely be construed as a technology of the self.

The ‘finding oneself’ narrative, evident in the next two extracts, has been also identified by
Reay (2002) who sees it as problematic especially since it collides with the narratives of
authenticity. She writes: ‘In the twenty-first century growing numbers of the working classes
are caught up in education either as escape, as a project for maximizing and fulfilling the self
or a complicated mixture of the two’ (Reay 2001, p. 336). For students in our study the ‘true
self’ is the self that is a vehicle to self-realisation which in turn is constructed as an outcome
of successful Access completion. Access helps students move their goalposts and test
themselves against them — this has very profound effects on their self-perception.

Speaker 1: So in Access, yeah it's really helped me to find out who | am and | can be
what | want because it's the choice that I've made and that choice will take me to my
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destination. So it's just a matter of taking your dream and be what you want to be and
your confidence. Speaker 2: | feel quite moved by that because that's how | feel but |
couldn’t have said that better myself. You do. You find out who you are. (Students at
College 2)

But | think we’re quite focused on what we want to do, where we want to go and what...
We know what we want to do. We’re not just, you know, gone through the motions of
gone to university... We’ve got our own path. We know where we’re going. We know
what we’re going to do with it and know how to apply it. (Student at College 7)

The last of these extracts illustrates another viewpoint which is also based on a binary
between the old and future life:

For me like it's probably a bigger focus to get to university rather than... Because I'm
not sure in terms of a career what | want yet, but I'm quite looking forward to going to
university and kind of... | want to kind of move away from [city name] and kind of get
to know a new city and different people and kind of carry on learning what I'm
enjoying learning. So it’s quite a big... | want to get the whole. (Student at College 5)

Here, the student does not talk of finding themselves, but instead appears rather vague
about their professional goal. Rather, the focus is on getting ‘the whole [experience]’ of being
a university student. Often Access students narrate a feeling of ‘being left behind’ by their
peers who start university, whilst they remain, perhaps take up jobs or start families. They are
sometimes encouraged to return to education by their peers who occasionally visit home but
are plagued by feelings of low self-worth and lack of self-confidence. They wish to move into
a desirable position of a university student but are often prevented from doing so by their
socioeconomic circumstances that underscore the sense of wasting their life. For this
student, the university is symbolic of a new life (not just education) as it entails a new
location and new social circles. This is important, as identity and self, in the context of
education and others contexts, are socially constituted.

CONCLUSIONS

Foucault's work challenges the concept of the self as ‘core’ and ‘true’. Instead, it argues for a
fluid, shifting identity that is actively constructed in relation to the social context. Therefore, it
would be too bold a statement to say that the interviewed students ‘abandon’ their old
identities through replacing them with new ones.

Instead, we posit that through Access study they are able to draw from more registers and
repositories than before, and have a wider choice in constructing their selves through
temporarily selecting and rejecting some subject positions (learner, student, employee,
parent, spouse, friend) and contexts (such as home, work, school, public space), even if, as
the last quote demonstrates, the student has only a relatively vague idea of the desired
change.

Understanding how Access learners position themselves through their interactions with
others and with educational systems gives important insights into Access students’
motivations, the barriers to learning they encounter and the support they need (Askham,

165



2008). The paper demonstrates the significance and importance that Access students place
on their courses as sites of transition between their current position (present identities), and
their future position (identity trajectories).

However, as the data discussed above indicates, Access courses are sites of tension,
conflict, and negotiation of meanings for individuals who are situated within them. The
positive imagined trajectories and narratives of a reconstituted, improved, or discovered self
contrast with negative constructions of the past life that is often framed by expressions such
as ‘dead-end jobs’, ‘wasted life’, and ‘being left behind’. The data also reveals that the
regulation of the self that underpins this transition entails sometimes painful acts of giving up
income and social bonds in which the old self was grounded.

It is an important finding that student refrain from constructing their Access experience in
economic terms that form the basis of governmental discourse on Access. Alternative stories
and possibilities are presented, whereby self, and the way it is constructed, regulated, and
cared for, takes the central position.
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ABSTRACT

At the end of the UN Literacy Decade literacy has reached stronger public and scientific
attention. Several European studies on functional illiteracy offered striking results (France
2012: 7%, England 2011: 16%, Germany 2011: 14.5%). Studies inform us that the clichés of
functional illiterate people do not fit reality. In the working place and in their private life,
people affected often have strong networks of support.

Despite recognizing the crucial role of networks for continuing education, research rarely
focuses on those people and on their role in the learning process. The study introduced here
shifts its focus from the functional illiterates to their supporters. As the project is at an early
stage, in this paper we will concentrate on the development of our research questions
instead of presenting own empirical results. We will hence focus on two crucial topics of the
study: nonparticipation in adult basic education and networks of support.

INTRODUCTION

As long as literacy programs continue to publicize a homogeneous image of inadequate,
dependent illiterate adults, we will continue to attract only a small number of potential
program participants. Fingeret, 1983, p. 142

In 2012 the EU High-Level-Group of Experts on Literacy stated:

An estimated 20 % of adults lack the literacy skills they need to function fully in a
modern society. An estimated 73 million European adults lack qualifications above
upper secondary school level, many because their poor literacy makes educational
progress impossible (EU High Level Group of Experts on Literacy, 2012, p. 21).

Several international and national surveys support this view while they also show differences
between the European countries as well as between different studies. For instance IALS
quantified in 1994 the ratio of those on level one on 21.8 percent for the UK. The Skills for
Life Survey showed that about 16.2 percent of the adult population can be found are located
on the Entry Levels in 2003 and about 15.9 percent in 2011 (Department for Business, 2011,
p. 5). According to the IVQ-survey in France in 2004, 9 percent of the adult population, who
had attended school in France were functionally illiterate (ANLCI, 2005, p. 3); this proportion
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decreased to 7 percent in 2011 (ANLCI, 2012, p. 5). According to ALL in Switzerland, about
16 percent of adults lack fundamental literacy skills (Notter & Erlach, 2006, p. 6). For
Germany IALS depicted about 14.4 percent of adults on level one (OECD & Statistics
Canada, 2000, p. 136). This ratio was confirmed by the leo. — Level-One Survey in 2011.

The results of these surveys evoked several major questions, such as:

1) How can this high ratio of functional illiteracy be explained? What are the reasons for
functional illiteracy in Europe?

2) How do functional illiterates manage their everyday life?

3) How can the people in question be reached and addressed to at least inform them
about their possibilities to improve their skills?

How to reach people with low levels of formal education poses a core problem for adult
education (von Hippel &Tippelt, 2009). To gather information about functional illiteracy so far
only functional illiterates themselves or staff working at education centers has been
interviewed or surveyed. As a result those not participating in classes of adult basic
education (ABE) have remained invisible for research and public attention. Social networks
of functional illiterates have not yet been in the focus of research, although it is well-known
that they play a major role in lifelong learning.

The research study ‘Functional llliterates and their Confidantes’ will focus on these networks
of support by shifting the perspective. Its focus lies on the persons of trust of functional
illiterates — their confidantes — i.e. on those people who help and assist functional illiterates in
their daily life. From this perspective the three questions above can be re-stated as follows:

1) What do the confidantes know or think about the reasons for functional illiteracy?

2) How do they help them in their daily life? What does this support mean to them
concerning the time needed for support or possible emotional conflicts?

3) Which different groups of confidantes can be identified and can these groups support
adult education programs in addressing functional illiterates?

As the project still is in a very early stage the major part of this paper presents the state of
research on nonparticipation in ABE and on networks of support.

STATE OF RESEARCH
NONPARTICIPATION IN ADULT EDUCATION

In general most scholars state that educational systems tend to be quite selective (McGivney,
1993, pp. 12-14). This is also true for the German system of adult education. Adults with
higher school diplomas and those in highly skilled jobs are far more likely to participate in
adult education than those with low or no school degrees as well as those who are
unemployed (Bremer, 2007, p. 16). This is even more true for those with low literacy skills
(Bilger, 2012, p. 261).

In Germany, the figure of about 7.5 million functional illiterates forms a sharp contrast to only
about 20,000 participants in ABE-classes each year; this is less than 0.3% of the population
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affected (Rosenbladt, 2011). While comparing the large number of functional illiterates with
the small number of participants, major questions have to be answered, such as: how can
people be reached, addressed and informed more effectively and what are the reasons for
nonparticipation?

Bremer (2007) critically discusses the fact that low literacy in general is approached from a
perspective of deficit and that lifelong learning is being looked at from a strong normative
point of view. He states that in reality the concept of lifelong learning is based on living
conditions and life situations which are not equal and valid for everyone. There might be
strong reasons against participation. Bolder (2008, p. 29) describes these reasons as being
embedded in a subjective logic or a subjective rationality of the people in question.

But what are these reasons for nonparticipation? The discussion about nonparticipation is not
a new one. In the early 1980s, Cross pointed out that barriers to participate in ABE can be
‘divided into situational, institutional, and dispositional factors’ (1981, pp. 97-100). This
distinction is useful to differentiate reasons for nonparticipation more precisely (see table 1)
although these three factors for nonparticipation have been criticized for being
‘oversimplified’ (McGivney, 1993, p. 17).

In the early 90s McGivney (1993) reviewed the literature on participation and nonparticipation
starting from the 1970s until the 1990s. Beder (1990) also summarizes reasons for
nonparticipation in ABE from several studies from the United States from the 1970s and
1980s. A study run in Ohio by Boggs, Buss and Yarnell in 1978 identified the aspects of
‘being too old’, ‘being too busy’, ‘being not interested/seeing no necessity’, ‘poor health’ and
‘family responsibilities’’. In 1981 Kreitlow, Glustrom and Martin ran a study in Wisconsin,
adding as new aspects ‘having to work’, and ‘poor past experience in school’. Fingeret in
1983 highlighted the aspect of ‘missing information’. And in 1988 Hayes identified the
aspects of ‘low self-confidence’, ‘social disapproval’, ‘situational barriers’, ‘negative attitude to
classes’ and ‘low personal priority’. Through his own empirical research Beder confirmed
most of these reasons mentioned above and identified four main factors for nonparticipation.
These factors are: ‘low perception of need’, ‘perceived effort’, ‘dislike for school’ and
‘situational barriers’ (1990, p. 214).

These findings also apply to the situation in Germany. In 1994 the Commission of Experts on
Funding Lifelong Learning published its final report summing up a number of reasons for
nonparticipation in adult education in general and not exclusively looking at adult basic
education. Among other findings, they highlighted ‘financial barriers’, ‘barriers related to the
workload of employed women, especially those who have children’, ‘seeing no necessity’, ‘no
adequate offering’, and ‘reasons related to family or partnership’ as possible reasons for
nonparticipation (Expertenkommission Finanzierung Lebenslangen Lernens, 2004, pp. 91—
94).

Bremer links the aspect of participation and nonparticipation to milieu affiliation. He
emphasizes the aspects of ‘uncertainty’, ‘low self-confidence’, ‘negative experience made in
school’, and ‘no apparent benefit’ especially in the case of low skilled and unskilled

! The results of the studies of Boggs, Buss and Yarnell, of Kreitlow, Glustrow and Martin, of Fingeret
and of Hayes are quoted from Beder, 1990, pp. 208-209.
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employees (Bremer 2007, p. 111).? Tippelt et al. (2004, p. 56) also discuss participation in
adult education from the perspective of social milieus. As reasons for nonparticipation they
highlight the ‘lack of information’ about adult education options.

The first national survey on low literacy in Germany — the leo. — Level-One survey — was
conducted as an add-on survey to the Adult Education Survey (AES) (Bilger et al., 2012).
The combination of the AES-questionnaire on participation in adult education and the skills
assessment of the leo.-survey provided information on the participation in adult education by
the level of literacy skills. Bilger (2012, p. 269) refers to the fact that people with lower levels
of formal education do not participate as much in adult education as other groups. Focusing
on the functional illiterates she shows that their participation is even lower. As reasons for
nonparticipation among functional illiterates she emphasizes four main aspects: ‘people in
question do not want to learn again like in school’, ‘they do not see it worthwhile going back
to learn because of age’, they mention a ‘poor state of health’ and they declare that they ‘do
not have any confidence in their own skills’ to cope with the tasks of learning.

To summarize, the findings discussed above show that there is a wide range of reasons for
nonparticipation in adult education in general and more particularly in adult basic education.
These reasons obviously do not differ a lot in an international comparison and they do not
tend to change over time.

2 The leo. — Level-One Survey showed that some 57 percent of the functional illiterates are employed
but that a big proportion of those work in unskilled positions. This makes the leo.-Survey compatible
to Bremer’s results (Grotlischen 2012).
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Table 1: Synopsis of reasons for nonparticipation

Cross (1981) situational barriers m‘:‘)ta'trl:it;?:al dispositional barriers
Boggs et al. . T, .
(1978) |~ family responsibilities - being too old
- being too busy - not being interested
- poor health state
Kreltlov:1e9tsel1li - having to work - poor past experience in school

Fingeret (1983)

- lack of information

Hayes (1988)

- situational barriers

- low self-confidence
- social disapproval
- negative attitude to classes

- low personal priority

Beder (1990) | - situational barriers - low perception of need
- dislike for school
- perceived effort
Expert - no adequate
Commission | - financial barriers offerin q - seeing no necessity
(2004) 9

- barriers related to workload

- reasons related to family or
partnership

Tippelt et al.
(2004)

- lack of information

Bremer (2007)

- low self-confidence
- uncertainty
- negative experience made in school

- no apparent benefit

Bilger (2012)

- do not want to learn like in school

- it is not worthwhile to learn again
because of age

- poor state of health

- no confidence in their own skills to
learn
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Let us now respond to the second major question resulting from large numbers of functional
illiterates on the one hand and very low rates of participation on the other hand: How can
people in question be informed more effectively? Accepting that there are strong reasons for
nonparticipation but at the same time being aware that missing information plays a role for
nonparticipation (Beder, 1990, p. 209; Tippelt et al., 2004, p. 56) we should at least be sure
that functional illiterates are well enough informed about the offering of ABE-classes to make
a decision of whether to participate or not.

As a reaction to high rates of illiteracy in several countries, national strategies have been
implemented to improve adult literacy. In England, the Skills for Life strategy was launched in
2001. Recently, fighting illiteracy was declared ‘grande cause nationale 2013’ in France.
Germany started a national strategy in 2011. Part of the German national strategy includes
research and practice in workplace oriented ABE, a scheme also followed in other countries,
such as Norway (Gutthu & Bekkevold, 2009, p. 26).

In our research study described in this paper, we follow a broader approach: ‘Functional
llliterates and their Confidantes’ shifts the focus from the functional illiterates themselves to
their confidantes — persons of trust — within their networks. These networks of support in
general go beyond the sphere of workplaces as confidantes can also be found in families,
circles of friends or within leisure clubs and community associations. One outstanding
question is whether the confidantes can be reached to disseminate information about ABE
options and— in cases of low self-confidence of the illiterate adult—encourage them to
participate.

NETWORKS

The ability or inability to read and write is not responsible for the circumstances of poverty,
crime, poor housing and ill health (...) Fingeret, 1983, p. 141

It is a widespread common belief, that the majority of functional illiterates have a network of
support or persons of trust respectively to deal with written language in their daily life.
Although the importance of support networks is frequently stated in adult education research,
very little studies concerning the support networks of functional illiterates can actually be
found.

For Germany, Ddbert and Hubertus state that every person with insufficient literal skills has
one person of trust, who knows about the problem and who takes over tasks of reading and
writing. The authors specify that this person of trust might be the spouse, a friend or a
relative. In this relationship functional illiterates often feel dependent on the partner to whom
they delegate the writing tasks (Dobert & Hubertus, 2000, p. 70). The German study
AlphaPanel touches, amongst other things, on the theme of the supporters. One question
asked was who is informed about the reading and writing problem and who is asked for help.
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Table 2: Dealing with reading and writing difficulties in the social environment

My difficulties with reading
and writing
Who knows about it % Who is asked for help %

Parents 61 22
Other family members 56 22
Friends, Acquaintance 56 24
Partner 46 35
Colleagues at work 40 15
Superiors at work 40 14
Children 33 22
Care givers 27 22
Neighbors 21 4
Others 6 2
Course instructor X 48
Course participants X 11
Nobody 2 4
Sum (multiple answers 215 177
possible)

Source: Bilger & Rosenbladt, 2011, p. 23, own translation, n=332

When asked who knows about their poor reading and writing skills, interviewees in the first
place mentioned parents or family members, as well as friends. Neighbors on the other hand
are not informed regularly and hence they do not form such an important part of the network
of the functional illiterates (Bilger & Rosenbladt, 2011, p. 23). When asked who they ask for
support, the interviewees in the first place mentioned course instructors, followed by partners
and children.

We have to take into account that this study was conducted in Germany and that its results
might only count for Germany. Who participates in the networks of functional illiterates might
vary strongly from country to country and depending on cultural background.

A study from the US shows that even the individual networks differ, although the people live
in the same area and have the same cultural background. Fingeret already pointed out in
1983, that ‘one of the challenges adult basic educators face today is the need to understand
illiterate adults in their social world.” (1983, p. 133).

Individuals create social networks that are characterized by reciprocal exchange;
networks offer access to most of the resources individuals require, so that it is
unnecessary to develop every skill personally. (ibid, p. 134)

Some of the networks are quite reciprocal. That means it would be unjustified to describe the
individuals as dependent. But Fingeret also finds individuals that are more engaged in
asymmetric relationships; these could be described as more dependent. She defines the
positions of the individuals as a continuum between the ‘cosmopolitans’ at the one end of the
scale and the ‘locals’ at the other end of the scale. The ‘cosmopolitans’ are illiterate adults
‘who work in public roles, pass as literate daily, and are comfortable with the demands and
institutions of the larger society’ (ibid, p. 138). The ‘locals’ are described as follows:

These adults often live in some ethnic or class-related subculture. Social networks
primarily are composed of kin, but many include co-workers and friends. Generally,
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local adults are not geographically mobile, which reinforces close-knit networks in
which all of the members know each other (ibid, p. 139).

Fingeret concludes that educators should know about and become involved in the networks
of illiterates, in order to understand that learning to read and write has a major effect on the
relationships in their networks and will change the social role which individuals play in their
networks.

In addition to Fingeret's quite unique study, different European national studies of the last
years give some hints in terms of the role of networks. The very extensive background
questionnaire of the 1VQ study in France examines in detail if people need support in daily
activities like shopping, reading a map or a letter, looking for work or using a vending
machine. Moreover it examines who is the person of support (spouse or child, friend, relative,
other persons).®

The Scottish Survey of Adult Literacies found that the need for assistance for daily activities
(‘Reading information from government departments, businesses or other institutions’ or
‘Filling out forms such as applications or bank deposit slips’) depends on skills levels (St.
Clair et al., 2010, p. 36 and p. 85), leaving the question unanswered of who is the person of
trust.

Despite this first focus of looking at the importance of these networks for everyday situations,
networks could also help to bridge the distance between adult illiterates and the system of
adult education. If we look at the reasons for functional illiterates to take part in a literacy
course, we also find some references in the studies.

The Skills for Life Survey shows that participation in adult basic education partly depends on
information and motivation given by people of trust. Of all respondents who had attended a
basic skills course in the last three years (n=466), about 16 percent had heard about basic
skills courses from friends or family, 30% had heard about courses from employers and 29%
from college or university (Williams, 2003, p. 203). This finding supports the importance of
research and programs in workplace oriented basic education; such programs have started
in different countries, Germany being one of them. It also supports the importance of
research on social networks.

The authors of the British study ‘Progression. Moving on in life and learning’ examine
networks of support. They conclude that ‘the combination of effective support in the learning
environment with strong support in social networks is key to helping people sustain their
learning and to progress’ (Hodge et al., 2010, p. 6). This study also states the significance of
networks of support but examines these networks from the perspective of learners rather
than their persons of trust.

Summing up, networks of functional illiterates and their role for the learning process move
more and more into the focus of research. The role and importance of networks can be
investigated with the theory of social capital. The French structuralist Pierre Bourdieu shows
the meaning of social capital as an individual resource (Bourdieu 1983). Social capital exists
in all relationships of people. But Bourdieu only focuses on the relationships that are positive

3 Unfortunately we couldn’t find any published results for this so far.
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for people; social capital — in his point of view — is always something that could be used for
own interests. In contrast to Bourdieu, Robert Putnam differentiates between ‘bridging’ and
‘bonding’ social capital. In this case he does not refer to Bourdieu, but to Hanifan, who coined
the term ‘social capital’ already in 1916 (see Putnam, 2001, pp. 16f.). Bridging capital brings
together different people; bonding capital tends to form a homogenous group:

Bonding social capital brings together people who are like one another in important
respects (ethnicity, age, gender, social class, and so on), whereas bridging social
capital refers to social networks that bring together people who are unlike one
another. This is an important distinction, because the external effects of bridging
networks are likely to be positive, while bonding networks (limited within particular
social niches) are at greater risk of producing negative externalities. This is not to say
that bonding groups are necessarily bad; indeed, evidence suggests that most of us
get our social support from bonding rather than bridging social ties (ibid, p. 11).

Quite compatible to the idea of bridging and bonding networks is Granovetters research on
the kinds of relationships that are important for successful job search. In his publication ‘The
strength of weak ties’ Granovetter describes the relevance of loose ties in the search for
information. He points out that via loose ties people get more information, because it is more
likely that people have different information sources, if they do not see each other regularly.
Often these different sources of information could be used for a successful job search (see
Granovetter, 1973; Avenarius, 2009). Therefore a network that is homogenous could be
negative for the career compared to a network that is built from groups who are not
connected with each other (see also Hennig & Kohl, 2011, p. 63). The probability of having a
heterogeneous network however increases with a higher societal position.

Examining the process of learning, it seems to be a promising start to look at the role of
confidants because they might serve as a link to other networks. If the confidant can provide
connections to authorities, schools, the adult education system, companies and doctors, he
or she can provide ‘bridging capital’ for the functional illiterates. If he or she is the member of
the same network, only bonding capital can be provided and this will give fewer links to new
resources.

To illustrate networks, some graphics exist drawn by the learners themselves as part of a

study by Hodge et al (Figures 1 and 2). This shows the normal focus of ego-network
research (2010, pp. 93ff.)
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Figure 1: “Libby’s wheel of support”
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Figure 2: “Martina’s wheel of support”
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In our study we want to shift the point of view from the ego-centered version (left part of

Figure 3) to the standpoint of the confidant and their view of the functional illiterates and the
learning process (right part of Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Shift of perspective from the functional illiterates to their confidantes
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MAIN RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Following the new focus of research, the study ‘Functional llliterates and their Confidantes’
has the following main research questions:
e Who are the confidantes and what kind of relationship do they have with the
functional illiterates?
e s it possible to characterize different types of confidantes? How could these different
types be addressed?
¢ What kind of support do confidantes give to functional illiterates and why do they
adopt this role?
e How do they feel about their role and at what point does the role of a confidante
become a burden?
e Which (positive or negative) role do they play for the learning process of the
functional illiterate people?

METHODS

Actors in educational policy are looking for answers in the reachability of functional illiterates.
In order to explore the role of confidantes on a broader empirical base, a quantitative study
should be carried out. As we know too little about the topic of confidantes, a qualitative study
has to be done before in order to develop a suitable questionnaire.

DATA COLLECTION — QUALITATIVE STUDY
International and national surveys on literacy show that functional illiteracy is not a niche
phenomenon but touches subgroups within entire societies. The topic however still tends to

be a highly tabooed subject. Due to this premise the decision was to run individual
interviews.
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Based on the Grounded Theory, we started with interviews of a quite homogenous group,
unemployed people, working in so-called ‘One-Euro-Jobs’. These are work opportunities for
unemployed people. After that we shifted to a group of confidants who have a relationship to
the functional illiterates on a private base, like friends and family. And we were also looking
for interview-partners with a more professional relationship to the functional illiterates, also
teachers, employers, social workers and doctors. 23 interviews have been conducted and
there will be some more at the end of the study. Most of the interviews were done face to
face (20) with three interviews via the phone.

DATA EVALUATION — QUALITATIVE STUDY

We will follow the Grounded Theory ideas of data analysis, giving a preference to the
systematic approach of Corbin and Strauss (2008). The objective of the analysis will be to
examine types of confidential knowledge. This means we are looking for concepts and
categories in the interview material with the intent to bind them together with our theoretical
knowledge.

The aim of developing categories and at least types is to construct homogeneity for one type
and to develop a range of heterogeneity among the types (see Kluge, 2000). The central
idea that will be followed is the scientific-theoretical and pragmatic approach to evaluate
theories empirically and to consolidate empirical observations to theoretical conclusions
(Dewey, 1989; Dewey, 2002).

DEVELOPMENT OF THE QUANTITATIVE STUDY

Once we identified the main categories, concepts and types we start to develop the
questionnaire for the representative quantitative study in a major German city (n=1,000). The
representative study will provide information concerning the quantity of different types of
confidantes and the distribution of the types within the population. On this empirical base we
hope to contribute to the question of reachability. Furthermore we will know more about the
taboo not being able to read and write and how this taboo is being maintained.

CONCLUSIONS

At this stage of the research we cannot draw any conclusions from the empirical material.
However, the deeper we go into the theoretical discussion we find more and more hints
about the role of networks and the role of supporters for functional illiterates. This supports
us with our view that our research questions are relevant for Adult Basic Education.

At the end of the project we might also contribute to the theoretical discussion of literacy
competencies. Once we realize that not every skill has to be developed by the individuals
themselves but that some skills could be ‘outsourced’ to others, then we could start
discussing competencies in a broader way. Hence the view of literacy development would go
beyond the competence of the individual to read and write. Literacy in this point of view is a
construct and a social practice in the community that is being ‘co-created’ where networks
play a crucial role (see Zeuner & Pabst, 2011).
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It is important to shift from a conception of literacy located in individuals to examine
ways in which people in groups utilise literacy (Barton & Hamilton, 1998, p. 12).
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ABSTRACT

In this paper we analyse, from a biographical perspective, youth participation in education
and training, aged between 26 and 28 years, who have no qualifications or at most have a
qualification corresponding to the secondary education graduate certificate (ISCED 0-2),
during the 10 years elapsed between the end of compulsory education (2000) and the time of
the interview (2010). As regards their personal life stories, we cover a broad period which
includes different stages in the transition into adulthood, stages which take place in a
historical context in which we have moved from a time characterised by ease of access to
employment among youth with a low educational level to another time in which youth
unemployment levels affect over half of the workforce aged 16 to 24 and in which public
policies supporting training and social and professional insertion of young people with a low
educational level have been reduced.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

The problems arising from the high number of young people with a low level of education
(ISCED 2 level or lower) in Spain are considered to be a major issue in the political and
media discourse of our country. The main indicators reveal the disadvantage of Spain within
the framework of the European Union: with an early school leaving rate of 26.5% (Ministry of
Education, Culture and Sports, 2013a); a youth unemployment rate in the 20-24 year age
group of 51.68% (data from the Labour Force Survey for the first quarter of 2013); and 18.5%
of young people aged 15 to 24 who are not in education, employment or training (NEET)
(Economic and Social Council, 2013). The fact of not having a job and also that of not having
a job or being in training are two situations that are found to a far greater extent among
young people with a low level of education (Economic and Social Council, 2013, Ministry of
Education, Culture and Sports, 2013b).

Youth transition’s into adulthood in general and, particularly, as far as the transition from
education into employment is concerned, has undergone significant transformations due to
recent social, economic and demographic changes. Despite differences between countries
due, among other factors, to the characteristics of national and regional job markets and the
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structures of education systems, there is a general consensus in the literature concerning
this issue as regards the characteristics of transitions in contemporary job markets. They are
the following:

- Lengthening of the transition due to the characteristics of the job market and generalised
lengthening of schooling (Furlong & Cartmel, 2006; Wallace & Kovatcheva, 1998; Casal,
1999; Bradley & Devadason, 2008).

- Complexity: transitions have ceased to be linear, and involve comings and goings
between several situations of employment and education (Casal, 1999; Settersten,
Furstenberg & Rumbaut, 2005; Machado, 2007; INJUVE, 2008).

- Precariousness: youth transition processes are marked by the flexibilisation and
casualisation of jobs and salaries (Bradley & Van Hoof, 2005) and young people are
more vulnerable to job loss, worse working conditions (part-time jobs, non-formal
economy, low salaries) and ruptures (Casal, 1999; Macdonald, 1994; Fenton & Dermott,
2006).

- Individualisation: there are many different shapes and they are articulated in an
individualised way based on the interaction of many factors (Settersten, Furstenberg &
Rumbaut, 2005; Jones, 1995, 2002). Yet structural factors - such as social class, gender
or ethnicity (Bradley & Van Hoof, 2005; Fenton, Dermott, 2006) - and institutional ones -
such as the social and labour policies in each country (Settersten, Furstenberg &
Rumbaut, 2005; Quintini & Martin, 2006) - continue to have a fundamental weight.

These changes are found in the context of societies in transformation and in the dialectic
relationship therein. The social, political, economic and demographic transformations are
many, as are the concepts coined to name them, understand them and explain them. In all
cases, what stands out is: the focal role of science and technology and, hence, of
knowledge; changes in all the fields of personal and professional life, as part and parcel of
contemporary life stories (employment changes, family situations, moving home,...); and a
growing social dualisation, which is especially harmful to people with greater educational
deficits, and which is made manifest in a particularly virulent way in the current economic
crisis.

In this context, the level of education plays a much more central role than in the past, and
upper secondary qualifications have become the minimum level required for successful entry
into the job market, and the basis of subsequent participation in further education (OECD
2005, 2010). In studies concerning the youth transition into adulthood, the disadvantageous
situation of those with a low educational level is clearly documented as regards successfully
developing the many complex tasks required by this ever lengthier period of life.

Since the transition into adulthood is measured in terms of taking on more independent roles,
the fact that the transition time is becoming longer makes it a period of development which for
some offers opportunities to explore different situations, to develop skills and to have enough
support to do it, whereas those who do not have these chances become even more
vulnerable (Berzin, 2010). In the same line of argument, Cote, 2006, quoted in Berzin, 2010,
maintains that from the time transition from school to employment has become longer; those
who have higher levels of education increase their advantages over those who cannot attain
these educational levels.
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Although it is hugely complex to understand such a dynamic period on the basis of
internationally comparable indicators, a recent study by the OECD (2010) provides relevant
data regarding the characteristics of young people’s participation in employment and,
particularly those who have the greatest difficulties. This and other recent research studies
conducted on youth pathways from education into employment (Berzin, 2010; Hango &
Broucker, 2007; Kuehn, Pergamit, Macomber & Vericker, 2009; Quintini & Manfredi, 2009;
Walther & o., 2002) clearly reflect not only the youth with a low educational level
disadvantages in their process of transition into adulthood, but also the impact of the
characteristics of education and training systems on these pathways and the need to develop
transition policies that will promote positive transitions.

Along these lines, we highlight the contradictions between the discourse of the knowledge
society, transformations in the field of employment (Livingstone, 2010), and education and
training policies and practices that largely act as a filter (Arrow, 1973, Spence, 1974, Stiglitz,
1975).

The education role in the transition pathways into adulthood of these young people is not
very well known for several reasons. Among these, the low participation of people with a low
educational level in the different education options available to adults. In fact, a low level of
education in basic education is considered the most significant predictor in relation to a low
participation in education in adulthood (Belanger, 2011). Along the same lines, research into
early school leaving considers the difficulties involved as regards later access to education to
be one of the most harmful effects of this dropout (Dale, 2010). In fact, the concept of NEET
(young people not in education or training) was coined in reference to youth with a low
educational level who were neither furthering their education nor in employment. In Spain, it
became popular first of all through a television programme in which a stigmatising view of
young NEETs predominated, as if this fact depended fundamentally on their own free will.
The impact of the economic crisis and the dissemination of the results of research into the
issue have led to a more accurate, fairer view, the highlight of which is a recent publication
by the Institute for Youth with the enlightening title of “Dismantling NEET. A youth stereotype
in times of crisis” (Navarrete, dir., 2011).

In a recent study based on the ETEFIL survey 2005 (Transition, Education, Training and
Labour Insertion survey for young people under 25 years old), a follow-up of the young
people who had finished compulsory secondary education (CSE) in 2000-2001 was carried
out during 2001-2005. The results of this research, conducted in a representative sample for
Spain of 3,012 young people who dropped out of CSE with no qualifications, show that in this
group, which represents 34% of all young people who finished CSE in the year of reference,
only 31% resume education (21% obtain the secondary education graduate certificate
(SEGC); 2% are in continuing secondary education for adults (ASE) and 8% are doing non-
formal vocational training (Garcia, Casal, Merino, Sanchez, 2013).

The adoption of a biographical perspective is a leading heuristic element, to approach the
exclusion and inclusion mechanisms in education and training operating in the Spanish
context for this type of population, and to provide elements for the construction of a more
inclusive education and training system.
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We analyse the elements of educational inclusion and exclusion based on a review of the
literature concerning participation in continuing adult education (Bélanger, 2011), highlighting
the following key aspects:

- A conception of the demand for education and training as a result of a dialectic

relationship between the demands of a society or of an organization and the aspirations
and experiences of the persons involved. In this sense we consider especially relevant
the idea that the demand for training is a social construct in which prior learning
experiences have an enormous influence and in which mediation policies are
fundamental:
“People’s demand for acquiring new capacities for action in order to be able to pilot
important shifts in their lives is constructed through accumulation of prior learning
experiences, either positive or negative. Hence the paramount importance of policies
supporting ‘expression and mediation of learning demand’” (p. 86).

- Rubenson’s valence-expectancy theory (Rubenson, 1977 quoted in Bélanger, 2011),
according to which the decision to participate in continuing adult education depends on
their appraisal as to the relevance or value of the educational activity and on the
perception of being able to do the activity successfully.

- The typology of obstacles to participation, which differentiates between institutional
obstacles (characteristics of the educational offer, lack of guidance services); situational
ones (linked to personal and labour situations which result in a lack of time or money, a
low basic level of education); and dispositional ones (self-concept concerning their own
learning ability which results in a low level of confidence, lack of projects, irrelevance or
uselessness training feeling).

METHODS AND SAMPLE

Given the object of the study characteristics, we favour a qualitative or interpretative
methodology based on the biographical method and with an ethno-sociological perspective
(Bertaux, 1997). The study of the pathways was approached using a retrospective longitudinal
methodology (Casal, Merino, Garcia, 2011) focused on the pathways followed during the
approximately 10 years elapsed between the finalisation of compulsory education (2000) and
the interview (2010).

The procedure to design, conduct and analyse the content of the biographical interviews was
carried out using the contributions of Desmarais (2009) and the experience accumulated by the
team in previous research studies.

The field work took place in an urban setting. The sample is made up of 18 people, born in 1983
or 1984, living in neighbourhoods with different degrees of vulnerability in the city of Palma de
Mallorca (Balearic Islands, Spain). It is stratified according to gender (9 women and 9 men) and
level of education (9 with no qualifications and 9 with the lower secondary education certificate).

Access to the sample was obtained from different sources of information due to the obstacles to
gain access to young people with the required characteristics, as well as the difficulty that, once
contacted, they would want to participate in the research.
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MAIN FINDINGS

The pathways followed during the 10 years elapsed between the end of compulsory
education and the time of the interview can be classified in three types according to the
central activity during this period:

1. Centrality of employment: this is the characteristic of the pathways followed by the nine
men in the sample and by five women.

2. Centrality of domestic and care work: this is the characteristic of the pathways followed
by three women.

3. Different centralities (employment and education): this is the characteristic of one woman
pathway.

In the context of these different centralities, we find very heterogeneous education and
training pathways. The two extremes are represented by two men with a pathway centrality
of employment and by the woman with a pathway with different centralities. The two first
ones have done no educational activity of any kind in a formal or non-formal setting since
they dropped out of basic education (one with the SEGC and the other with no
qualifications). The opposite case is that of a woman who most of the time has been doing
some sort of education in a formal or non-formal setting.

The analysis is conducted based on two complementary approaches. First of all, we focus on
participation in formal (FE) and non-formal education (NFE), with special emphasis on the FE
that is carried out in the framework of continuing adult education (AE). Secondly, we analyse
the importance of education and training in the young people’s trajectory, as well as the main
goal thereof in the period studied.

If we consider the group as a whole, we observe that the most common situation is for them
to have participated in formal education (11 out of 18) and also for them to have done some
sort of non-formal education activity (14 out of 18). Half of them have participated in both
types of education.

This first approach leads us to establish the following typology:

1. Have not done any activity of formal or non-formal education (2/18): Javier, Tolo.

2. Have participated in formal and non-formal education (9/18): Pepi, José, Julia, Lidia,
Raquel, Manuel, Julian, Tomeu, Margalida.

3. Have participated only in formal education (2/18): Maria, Pilar.

4. Have participated only in non-formal education (5/18): Charly, Diana, Valeria, Marti,
Juanan.
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Figure 1. Typology according to participation in formal and non-formal education®
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