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Introduction 

 

This 44th SCUTREA Conference is taking place at a time of severe funding 

constraints for the education of adults.  We are used to this sphere being in a state of 

flux, however the low priority given to adult education by many governments is 

threatening the very existence of any publicly funded adult education. 

The conference theme, ‘It’s All Adult Education’ was chosen in order to reach out to 

those academics and practitioners who may not work predominantly with adults. We 

have certainly met that aim with a mix of adult education stalwarts and those who 

clearly have an interest in this area.   

The conference papers cover research and practice in many countries and we 

extend a warm welcome to contributors from across the globe.  However, as in 

previous conferences, whether in the Southern or Northern hemispheres, we can 

glean from their writing that although practice may be different, there is a great deal 

of common thought, ethos and perspective – scope for future comparative studies?  

Many papers allude in one way or other to concerns with the neo-liberal agenda 

which has a pervasive effect on education, the learning and teaching of adults, 

notwithstanding.   Other issues traversing borders include: identity, belonging, 

criticality, diversity, transformative learning and bounded pedagogy. 

There are clusters of papers around the following topics: 

 Teacher Education 

 Vocational and Professional Learning 

 Adult and Community Learning 

 Pedagogy 

 Identity and belonging in various environments 

 Access to Higher Education 

Finally, in this age of imposed austerity which is having such a detrimental impact on 

this sector, we are heartened at the agency and creativity evident in these 

proceedings. 

 

       Lindsey Fraser, Rosa Mas Giralt 
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National Open University of Nigeria (NOUN) and 
Distance Education (DE) as strategy for Widening 
Access to Higher Education in Nigeria 

Abdulkadir Adamu, University of Glasgow, UK 

Introduction  
This paper focuses on the Open and Distance Education (ODE) programme as a 
strategy for Widening Access to Higher Education (WAHE) to the teeming population 
in Nigeria. NOUN runs an adult education programme that excels in providing highly 
accessible and enhanced quality higher education to adults who could not have the 
opportunity of conventional education based on the principles of social justice, 
equity, equality and national cohesion through comprehensive reach that transcends 
all barriers (NOUN, 2012). In its efforts to widening access for a large segment of the 
population, NOUN is faced with some challenges in the offering of ODE as a strategy 
of WAHE such as internet access, home computers, affordability of technology, 
ITCs, as well as lack of recognition. Therefore, the objectives of the study were: to 
determine the nature and mission of Open and Distance Education in WAHE, 
examine the approach of NOUN in WAHE, identify the method of teaching and 
learning, and examine the challenges militating against NOUN in achieving its 
objectives as well as how the stated challenges affect itsoperations. The findings of 
the study indicated that NOUN in Nigeria has a clear mission and vision of WAHE by 
providing easy access to the ODE programme, running about 57 centres across the 
country; it has over 150 programmes across different specialisations with the 
exception of medicine, pharmacy and engineering (NOUN, 2012). 
 
Background and context  
Since the mid-1990s, the opportunities to participate in lifelong learning around the 
world have been considerably increased beyond the traditional classroom setting to 
include distance learning (Commonwealth of Learning (COL), 2000). Advancements 
in computer technology and public access to the Internet have proliferated and 
opened up opportunities to support distance learning as means of lifelong learning. 
ODE as an alternative to the traditional face-to-face education is seen as a teaching-
learning process in which clients are separated from their facilitators by physical 
distance but bridged by modern communications (COL, 2000). The term ODE and its 
definitions are relatively new in the field of education, having gained prominence only 
in the past 15 to 20 years, which reflect changes in modern communications as it 
regards teaching and learning in ODE programmes. Among the more commonly 
used terms related to ODE are the following: correspondence education, home 
study, independent study, external studies, continuing education, distance teaching, 
self-instruction, adult education, technology-based or mediated education, learner-
centred education, open learning, open access, flexible learning and distributed 
learning (COL, 2000).  
 
Brief History of ODE in Nigeria 
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Nigeria is among the African countries colonised by British government and has 
been benefited in different areas, including ODE and lifelong learning. Owoeye 
(2004) reported that ODE in Nigeria dates back to the colonial time, since the 
colleges from the corresponding colonial period in the United Kingdom have 
provided intermediate and advanced level training to a number of qualified Nigerians 
via correspondence courses. Tait (2003 cited in Ambe-Uva, 2007, 77) further 
reiterates that the University of London was the first university to do this, its students 
partaking in correspondence studies around the world particularly within the British 
Empire and its dominions.  
 
Nigeria became independent from the British colonial government in 1960. ODE in 
Nigeria started around the 1970s at the University of Ibadan and this was followed by 
correspondence studies, part time programmes offered by conventional universities 
and other higher institutions, continuing education programmes of Adult Education 
Departmentsin universities, programmes offered by the NTI, NOUN and sandwich 
programmes offered by conventional universities and other institutions (Owoeye, 
2004). He further argues that, it is worth noticing, that the National Policy on 
Education (NPE) provided an education structure that would enhance the practice of 
self-learning. This is rooted in the continuous development of ODE in Nigeria by both 
Military and civilian administrations. In fact, General Babangida’s regime (1984-
1993) tried to revive the ODE programme in Nigeria. However, history has shown 
that less effort was recorded during the Abacha’s (1993-1998) and Abdusslami’s 
administrations (1998-1999) towards the development of ODE in Nigeria.  
 
Sandwich programmes were established in the mid-1980s and run by some Nigerian 
Universities and Colleges of Education (Ambe-Uva, 2007). He further argues that the 
sandwich programmes were originally designed and run during the school vacations 
to create opportunities for participation by workers, especially teachers to support 
lifelong learning among citizens. These programmes are open to all categories of 
learners with varied entry qualifications ranging from Primary School Certificate, 
attempted School Certificate, School Certificate holders, Grade II teachers, National 
Certificates on Education (NCE) and first degree holders for the purpose of WAHE. 
Although ODE was introduced to the university education system in Nigeria in 1983, 
it only became functional in 2001 (Ambe-Uva, 2007). 
 
Hence, an analysis of the state of ODE in the Nigerian university system reveals that 
NOUN is currently the only uni-mode University mandated for ODE in the delivery of 
university education, and there are about six universities which may be regarded as 
dual-mode universities with limited capacity to deliver degree programmes by ODE 
in addition to the conventional universities (National Universities Commission (NUC), 
2013, 3). The attempt at strengthening the delivery system of education in Nigeria 
can be seen as a means of building a viable economy and promoting access to 
higher education in the country (NOUN, 2012). Therefore, these reasons coupled 
with other needs such as the provision of an alternative to conventional education to 
widening access, the desire of the Nigerian government to update knowledge of 
different categories of people to improve productive capacity, meet labour pool 
requirements and provide the workforce with appropriate skills, meant that the idea 
of NOUN became paramount in order to remedy the situation of lack of access to 
education (NOUN, 2012, 16). 
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The National Open University of Nigeria was first launched in 1983 by civilian 
government. However, it was suspended in 1985 by the military government. 
President Olusegun Obasanjo re-launched NOUN in 2001 for the purpose of WAHE 
in the country. According to Jegede (2010, 155) ‘the university (NOUN) today has 
admitted close to 100,000 and registered students in her 92 programmes’. The re-
establishment of NOUN in 2001 aimed to prove that ODE is not only cost-effective, 
but also the most appropriate avenue for WAHE, helping to produce a better skilled 
workforce, leading to the growth and development of both local and national 
economies.  
 
Mode of ODE operation in NOUN  
ODE in Nigeria is relatively new, with several universities offering dual-mode and 
one single-mode education. NOUN has been operating for at least 14 years with the 
purpose of WAHE. Within these years of operation NOUN has produced many 
graduates with degrees, diplomas and certificates within its limited resources 
(NOUN, 2012). Despite that, NOUN might not escape some challenges in the areas 
of technology, power, and ICT as well as different perceptions among the public 
which are affecting its operation (Awe, 2012).  
 
Moreover, ODE has become an acceptable and indispensable part of mainstream 
education prompted by the need to make learning more accessible to a wider 
population and the growing need for continual skills upgrading and re-skilling; in 
addition, advances in technology have made it possible for teaching to be conducted 
at a distance (COL, 2000). Governments are aware of the potential of ODE in 
fulfilling the fundamental rights of all people to learning and of the need to 
incorporate it within the framework of human capital development (Adakanmbi, 
1994).  
 
In this regard, there is limited research, publications and documentation in the areas 
of NOUN as strategy of WAHE. ODE in Nigeria became an interesting topic because 
of the expectation that it will increase the labour force in the growing Nigerian 
population as well cater for the large number of applicants who missed the 
opportunity of being admitted into conventional universities. Olakulehin and Panda 
(2011) suggest that access to lifelong learning in higher education means 
empowering people who are underrepresented in education. 
 
ODE is considered an efficient and cost effective way of increasing people’s access 
to lifelong learning to improve their competences without the institution having to 
spend too much on infrastructure and without people having to leave their 
communities and jobs in search of learning (Hoosen and Butcher, 2012). One of the 
important aspects of ODE is its accessibility by different categories of learners who 
might not want to travel large distances in search of knowledge  because of the 
nature of their responsibilities at home or at the workplace; in this cases, ODE 
programme is an advantage for them (Simpson, 2013). 
 
The Nigerian National Policy on Education (NPE) has over the years recognized the 
place of open and distance learning in achieving lifelong education and affirms that 
lifelong education shall be the basis of the nation’s education policy (Awe, 2012). In 
regards to the national policy on Education NOUN was introduce to provide open 
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access to higher education and quality of opportunities to as many people as 
possible (NOUN, 2012). 

There are currently three major types of institutional practice that are described as 
ODE in Nigeria (Federal Ministry of Education, 2002, 7). These are ‘outreach, dual-
mode and uni-mode’. All, but one, exist in the federal university system. Outreach as 
DE has a strong appeal amongst universities that have established ‘outreach’ 
centres around the country, which have generally been described as DE centres. 
Such practices do not really fall within the broad ambit of DE in Nigeria, as it is 
internationally understood (COL International, 2001). The outreach in adult education 
is conducted in order to provide more access to higher education to large number of 
people by establishing learning centres within the geographical reach of the target 
population.  
 
Dual-Mode Institutions are the notable examples of DE delivery forming part of a 
‘dual-mode’ institution operating both a conventional university system and a DE 
programme (COL International, 2001). For example, the Universities of Abuja and 
Lagos operate structured dual-mode DE. In other examples – such as the Centre for 
Continuing Education at the University of Ibadan DE practices are organised by a 
unit originally set up to provide education to working adults. These are the 
universities that provide education in the conventional way as well as in open and 
distance learning mode. The University of Ibadan has been notably acknowledged 
as one of the universities with this approach to increasing access to higher education 
(Ambe-Uva, 2007). 
 
However, the nature of the operation of NOUN made the entry requirement subject 
to meeting criteria of five O level credits for admission to the programme as designed 
by the NUC (NOUN, 2012, 4). Therefore, the access in this case is limited because 
not all applicants would have the minimum entry requirements as enshrined by NUC. 
It can be argued that the openness of ODE is supposed to prevent all barriers to 
learning in terms of entry requirement and other capabilities to learning. 

NOUN uses simple teaching and learning approaches in achieving stated 
objectives,which is widening access through the following learning resources CD-
ROMs, DVDs, e-books, simulations, assessment and face to face contact in some of 
their courses among others (NOUN, 2012, 16).  
 
Challenges affecting ODE delivery in Nigeria 
The challenges facing the operations of ODE as WAHE in Nigeria, specifically in the 
area of technology, include funding infrastructure and workforce challenges as well 
as lack of recognition. Here I also consider other challenges such as low level of 
provision of facilities, lack of ICT, access to internet or postal delivery system among 
others. NOUN as the major provider of ODE is being affected by a lack of 
infrastructural facilities for the use of technology in teaching and learning (Awe, 
2012), which is considered to be a great threat to delivery of ODE in Nigeria. 
Moreover, Iwu (2013) argues that NOUN as an ODE institution has been struggling 
with perceptions that the programme is inferior in comparison to conventional modes 
of learning. 
 
Technological challenges in ODE in Nigeria 



14 
 

ODE programmes are affected by technological challenges that confront the whole 
of Africa, including Nigeria. Jimoh (2013) argues that the use of technology in the 
provision of ODE in Nigeria is somehow difficult due to problems with the technology 
available and power outage; these challenges are coupled with inadequate 
information and communication technology (ICT) (Hoosen and Butcher, 2012, 48).  
 
This situation undermines the existence of ODE as a technology driven institution. In 
Nigeria, NOUN as the major provider of ODE is being affected by a lack of 
infrastructural facilities for the use of technology in teaching and learning (Awe, 
2012), which threatens the existence of NOUN as an ODE institution. The areas of 
technological challenge in ODE include the application of hardware and software, 
compounded by the fact that universities cannot afford to have the latest versions of 
these applications because of lack of proper funding. The extent of this challenge in 
technology was captured by Iromantu (2004) who pointed out that in terms of global 
ICT development, Nigeria was ranked 90th out of 115 countries. Yusuf (2006) argues 
that ODE through WAHE can never be successful without the use of communication 
technology and the provision of basic essential goods such as electricity.  
 
Lack of proper funding 
A further, but deep seated problem is lack of funding. The lack or low level of 
provision of facilities for ODE programmes in the country results from poor funding 
(Jimoh, 2013). Investment in ODE is therefore low because, as I mentioned above, 
the soft- and hard-wares required are costly. Yusuf (2006) argues that success in 
any educational policy is contingent on the involvement of all stakeholders and the 
sponsorship of funding agencies. The funding challenges to the ODE programme run 
by NOUN can be related to a NUC (2005) report, which found that, 30% of the state 
own universities are starved of good funding to pay staff allowances and buy 
important equipment that would help in the running of the universities. Similar 
problems of poor funding befall NOUN in running its programme. For the last 25 
years, educational sectors in Nigeria have been underfunded thereby affecting the 
provision of teaching and learning facilities in education (Isuwa, 2013). Without 
adequate funding and ICT technology, NOUN will struggle to meet the expectations 
of its current student population, who are aiming for higher education in NOUN. 
 
It is important to note that according to the NOUN News Bulletin (2014), in 2011, the 
National Open University of Nigeria was awarded the sum of four hundred and ninety 
seven million and eight hundred thousand Nigerian Naira (N497,800,000) to promote 
WAHE; however, the actual amount released was only  three hundred and thirty 
seven million Naira (N337,000,000), leaving a balance of N160,000,000; that is, only 
67.7% percent of the allocated funds were released. In sum, the funds that were 
approved by the federal government were not fully remitted to NOUN so it could 
successfully carry out the task of WAHE. 
 
Lack of recognition 
A further difficulty, as I mentioned in the introduction, is that NOUN as an ODE 
institution is regarded as an inferior form of education compared to conventional 
modes of learning, such as classroom based learning. There is still the issue of 
public perception about the ODE programme as strategy of WAHE. Despite the 
Government’s efforts to promote ODE and to treat ODE graduates’ degrees as being 
of comparable quality to those from the conventional university system, ODE is still 
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perceived as an inferior form of learning (Isuwa, 2013). He reiterates that most 
parents and young people consider NOUN unattractive and prefer to go to 
conventional universities, where admission is often very difficult, rather than NOUN. 
Moreover, Ambe-Uva (2007) argues that there is the question of quality and 
acceptability of ODE among the public in Nigeria. 
 
In addition, the vice chancellor of NOUN, who is among categories of stakeholders, 
stated that ‘A big challenge I must say is for the Nigerian elite even and my 
colleagues in academics to ensure that we look and study keenly and understand 
the art of ODE and realize that this is new technology that is new to all part of the 
world’ (NOUN, 2014, 5). Furthermore, Yinka (2015) stated that most of stakeholders 
in Nigerian education have sustained to state a decline in the quality of the university 
education both in the process and product. 
 
Infrastructure and workforce challenges 
Nigeria is, like most of the African countries, basically affected with infrastructural 
challenges and inadequate ICT facilities (Yusuf, 2005). More so, Awe (2012) 
reported that DE students identified the challenges of lack of technology, inadequate 
ICT facilities, poor management structures, and support staff as the barriers to DE in 
Nigeria.  
 
The reasons for low staffing and poor management structures, according to 
Borishade (2007), include: the employment of temporary lecturers, non-availability of 
accommodation for students during the programme, and the communities’ high costs 
in the provision of accommodation for students. For example, lecturers seem to be 
mainly interested in monetary benefits to the detriment of students’ learning 
experiences in open and distance learning. 
 
Borishade (2007) argues that the challenges include inadequate and insufficient time 
schedules for ODE programmes, which do now allow lecturers and students to 
effectively complete the course work. The higher number of candidates usually 
admitted into ODE programmes increases the staff-student ratio and places strain on 
the available human and non-human resources (Borishade, 2007). When the regular 
university lecturers cannot effectively cope with the teaching of a course, lecturers 
have to be locally recruited. This is the reason why ODE institutions in Nigeria are 
often accused of placing profit-making motives in front of giving consideration to 
WAHE. Similarly, students’ results are often not released on time, lecture and 
examination timetables are not strictly adhered to and these directly or indirectly 
affect the psyche of the learners in their commitment to distance learning system in 
Nigeria. Obemeata (2000) argues that the primary purpose of ODE institutions in 
Nigeria is often to provide WAHE without taking into due consideration the 
availability of human and material resources in relation to access to higher 
education. 
 
In conclusion, other challenges that prevent the issue of widening access to higher 
education in Nigeria include course material development, capacity issues, and a 
policy guide for ODE in Nigeria among others. Obemeata (2000) concludes that a 
lack of a credible policy of Quality Assurance Systems in higher education is also 
part of the problems of ODE in Nigeria. In Obemeata’s view, providers are not 
concerned about the quality of the programme but rather on the quantity of people 
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they reach, that is providing access for a large number of people to higher education 
programmes. All these challenges have created a large dent on the status of a 
standard ODE as an alternative component of educational delivery system in 
Nigeria. Further, the posting of learning materials is also another barrier to effective 
ODE delivery as the postal system still lacks quick delivery, which is not in line with 
the international standards, and safety of parcels and letters, among others. Despite 
the absence of policies in Africa to guide ODE, some of the institutions operating in 
Africa are developing their own quality assurance programmes, such as NOUN in 
Nigeria. 
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Working in, against and beyond the neoliberal 
university 

Gordon Asher, University of the West of Scotland, Scotland 

This paper’s title reflects the reality that both staff and students in the contemporary 
academy are workers – are ‘academic labour’ (Hall, 2014a). Its focus is on the need 
to evolve and create educations for eco-social justice as an urgent response to the 
deepening and expanding neoliberalisation of Higher and Adult Educations (Canaan, 
2013), and of the wider society that both shapes them and is shaped by them. It 
speaks to the growing recognition of the need for co-operative, democratic and 
creative pedagogical responses to the wide array of crises that threaten our 
collective lives and futures. 
 
This concerns all engaged with Adult Education in the broadest sense – all engaged 
in the education of adults as teacher/learners-learner/teachers (in Freirian terms) – 
across the various sectors, and formal, informal and non-formal learning spaces, 
practices and relations. 
 
It conceives of adult education - of pedagogy - as a meta- or supra-disciplinary field, 
possessing the potential to affect all that is educational. 
 
‘Eco-social justice’ is short-hand for justice across the different spheres of society; 
the cultural/community, kinship, political, economic and the ecological/environmental.  
 
‘Educations for eco-social justice’ are conceived of as: evolving understandings of 
ourselves and others, the word and the world - and the relationships between them, 
allied to an appreciation of our individual and collective agency, and an orientation to 
act in and on the world to transform it in the interests of eco-social justice.  
 
My intentions are twofold. Firstly, through critique, to provide some relevant contexts 
that situate academic labourers in our contemporary conjuncture of crises. Secondly, 
to use these critiques to inform possible responses, drawing on critical educational 
theories and practices. 
 
I utilise Holloway’s (2010) framing and advocation to think and act, ‘in, against and 
beyond’ this conjuncture; ‘in’ (as we are inevitably within structures, processes and 
relations of oppression), ‘against’ (speaking to resistances to them) and ‘beyond’ 
(speaking to transformation, to alternatives). 
 
Crises, neoliberalisation of society and Higher Education – and the need for 
(pedagogical) responses  

Crises and Neoliberalism  
Humanity is experiencing a series of manifest crises in the historical present, both 
locally and globally: economic; political; social/cultural; environmental/ecological. 
These integrated crises, responsible for immense levels of unnecessary and 
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avoidable suffering, are acting on an already deeply unjust and unequal world. 
Crises which shape and are shaped by education systems (Chomsky, 2004), the 
wider corporate-capitalist/state nexus and its dominant neoliberal paradigm 
(Holloway, 2010).  
 
Neoliberal ideology is hegemonic in Gramscian terms (2011), waging ‘war on the 
imagination’ (Graeber, 2013) through disguising the oppressive, repressive and 
exploitative causes and consequences of crises; presenting them as normal or 
natural – as ‘common sense’–  thus manufacturing consent amongst populations. 
 
While neoliberalism is often viewed in terms of a globalising political economy 
centred on the corporate-capitalist/state nexus – ‘that pernicious economic doctrine 
(which might most tersely be defined as the cult of unfettered international capitalism 
and the privatization of goods and services behind what … might more accurately be 
called corporate globalization and the commodification of absolutely everything)' 
(Solnit, 2005, 11) – such uneven processes are locally contingent. 
 
It is a post-political (and thus anti-democratic) mode of governance (Swyngedouw, 
2009) and attendant discourses and rationalities (or ‘mode of reason’) in which any 
notion of democracy ‘disintegrates into bits of human capital; concerns with justice 
bow to the mandates of growth rates, credit ratings, and investment climates; liberty 
submits to the imperative of human capital appreciation; equality dissolves into 
market competition’ (Brown, 2015, 48). 
 
Neoliberalism’s ‘no less dense, frequent, active, and continuous state intervenes on 
society so that competitive mechanisms can play a regulatory role at every moment 
and every point in society’, ‘a general regulation of society by the market' (Noys, 
2010). It works unevenly but at all levels and scales, across, throughout and 
between societies (Harvey, 2007), often under the rhetorical cover of ‘austerity’ - in 
reality Klein’s (2008) ‘disaster capitalism’; the ideologically driven, rapid-fire, 
corporate-state re-engineering of societies reeling from shock. 
 
Intersectionality: While the focus here is on the pervasive dominations of 
neoliberalism, it is vital to appreciate its intersectional nature; how biological, social 
and cultural categories such as gender, race/ethnicity, (dis)ability, age, as well as 
socio-economic class interact on multiple often simultaneous levels with capitalist 
economic relations to contribute to systemic inequality and oppression. 
 
Hegemony and ‘cracks’: Appreciating that while hegemonic in nature, 
neoliberalism and other systems of oppression are never totalising or universal, we 
need to be receptive to counter-hegemonic possibilities; our capacities to ‘open up 
cracks’ in oppressive systems for different, transformative ways of being and 
becoming (Holloway, 2010). 
 
The Neoliberal University  

The neoliberalisation of the University – academic capitalism: Profoundly 
implicated in the ongoing neoliberalisation of society, partially driven by withdrawal 
and retargeting of public funding, the academy too is undergoing further 
neoliberalisation (Canaan, 2011). This deepening and expansion of ‘academic 
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capitalism’ (Slaughter and Rhoades, 2004) is centred on universities’ increasing 
focus on resource and finance generating activities, through entering into market and 
market-like behaviour. What Hall (2013b) describes as ‘the restructuring of 
universities as competing capitals’. 
 
Notions of education as a public good for a democratic citizenry and society are 
subsumed under post-political, market-like discourses, processes and relations, 
reshaping the purposes and roles of Higher Education. This neoliberalisation or 
corporatisation of the University is driven by the twin forces of marketisation and 
competition, commodification and financialisation, delivered through the imposition of 
‘new managerialism’; reconstituting the Higher Education sector for the production, 
circulation and accumulation of economic value, enforced by the imperative 
rationalities of choice and competition (Hall, 2015). 
 
As ‘edufactory’ (Edufactory Collective, 2009), universities are businesses with CEOs, 
corporate strategies and branding, business plans and partnerships, cost-benefit 
analyses and key performance indicators; and all labouring within this set of relations 
are reified and valorised as human capital. Degree programmes are investment 
opportunities for students as consumers, staff are service-providers and research 
entrepreneurs. The growth of income and revenue streams is prioritised over 
teaching and learning, and profit and ‘stakeholder’ interests over public benefit.  
 
A central node in new neoliberal constellations: Universities are the victims of, 
complicit in, initiators and promoters of ‘the academic capitalist knowledge/learning 
regime’; integral to linking and shaping neoliberalism’s evolving constellations and 
configurations of the corporate/state nexus (Cantwell and Kauppinen, 2014), through 
what they directly produce and reproduce, and in that they increasingly serve to 
shape other sectors of society and wider social relations. 
 
One facet of this is educational privatisation and other forms of corporate welfare 
(out-, in-, and right-sourcing), as Higher Education develops as a commissioning 
sector.  
 
Governance, metrics and rationalities - New Managerialism: New Managerialism 
(‘the organisational form of neoliberalism….the mode of governance designed to 
realise the neoliberal project through the institutionalising of market principles in the 
governance of organisations’ (Lynch, 2014, n.p.)), its perpetual processes of 
bureaucratic, competitive restructuring and reorganisation, and attendant human 
capital and customer-service models, enacts neoliberal,  corporatised, governance 
structures and techniques, values  and discourses (‘efficiency’, ‘productivity’, 
‘outputs’ ‘excellence’, ‘customers’, ‘choice’, ‘outcomes’ and ‘partnerships’). An 
entrepreneurial ethos and competitive culture construct deeply authoritarian and 
hierarchical, commodified relations across the university, taking precedence over 
values of collaboration and co-operation in the interests of communities and society. 
 

It utilises quantitative metrics and imperatives of target-setting, league tables, audit 
and accountability (Brown, 2015), subjecting academic labour to the regulation of 
performative technologies; technologically-mediated forms of coercion, command 
and control. ‘Anything which is not easily quantified becomes undervalued or 
abandoned’ (Lynch, 2014, n.p.). 
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Curriculums, teaching, learning and research: Teaching and learning is being 
devalued, degraded and deprioritised. Curriculums, given and hidden, are driven by 
considerations of ‘marketability’ and competitive performativity ‘… subsumed under 
the compulsion to create and accumulate value’ (Hall, 2015, n.p.). Research is 
increasingly instrumentalised, centrally mandated and measured in accordance with 
commodification.  
 
Time and precarity: Both staff and students are subject to the tyranny of ‘the 
academic capitalist time regime’ (Walker, 2014). The fast-paced, metric-oriented 
neoliberal university requires high productivity in compressed time frames, disrupting 
contentions that good scholarship requires time to critically and collectively think, 
read, write, research, teach, learn, reflect and relate (Wanggren and Milatovic, 
2015). Further, precarious insecurity, effecting ever greater numbers of staff and 
students, is pedagogical - ‘part of a corporate business model designed to reduce 
labor costs and to increase labor servility’ (Chomsky, 2015, n.p.). 
 
Subjectivities and relations: As well as the production of neoliberal knowledges 
and qualifications the university also produces people and networks, having a central 
role in the formation of neoliberal identities and subjectivities, and hence relations. 
The focus is the manufacture of ‘the neoliberal citizen…. a self-sufficient, rational 
and competitive, economic actor, a cosmopolitan [flexible] worker built around a 
calculating, entrepreneurial and detached self’ (Lynch, 2014, n.p.). 
 
Through doing so, the university has a central role in the manufacture of public 
consent to the evolving neoliberal status quo. 
 
Alienation, anxiety and health: The above aspects of the ‘anxiety machine’ that is 
the contemporary neoliberalised university (Hall, 2014b) - alongside unrealistic 
workloads/overwork, bullying, and insecurity - act intersectionally to produce 
alienation, exhaustion, stress, break-down, anxiety and depression.  
 
Complicity 
We are all, to varying degrees and in a myriad of ways (be this voluntary, forced, or 
un/subconscious), complicit if not co-operative or promotional with regard to the 
neoliberal restructuring of the university. How then, from these contextual, ever-
changing positionalities, can we effectively contest and transform this network of 
systems, power and relations within and beyond the institution?  
 
Continuity 
We should not see our contemporary conjuncture as new or unique. There never 
was a golden age of the liberal, never mind the genuinely radical, university - and by 
1982 Said was critiquing the ’corporate colonisation of the university’. Of continuing 
relevance is Chomsky’s (2004) exposition of the systemic roles of universities as 
always having been, in large part, to produce and reproduce what and whom the 
dominant powers in society have sought.  
 
The University as Contested 
However, there is also continuity in conceiving of the university as contested; as a 
terrain of struggle and of transformative possibilities and potentialities (Giroux, 2014). 
In Freire’s terms, it simultaneously embodies the potential for ‘liberation’ and 
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‘domestication’. An awareness of this contested history and present, should inform 
our evolution and building of alternative Higher and Adult educations for eco-social 
justice. 
 

The Need for (Pedagogical) Responses  
Never has it been more urgent for universities to fulfil a genuinely democratic public   
mission for and with communities and societies. ‘Both domination and our struggles 
against it, for alternative futures and hopes of a just world, are inherently 
pedagogical in nature … by constraining or enabling  ways of living and being, 
thinking and knowing, working and relating, they literally teach us’ (Amsler, 2015, 4). 
 
As neoliberalism is pedagogical - manufacturing neoliberal subjects, relations and 
desires, teaching people to consent to and reproduce domination through its 
normalisation - so must our responses be. There is a particular onus on those of us 
working in education (Giroux, 2015) to develop such pedagogical resistances and 
alternatives, countering neoliberalism’s (hegemonic) pedagogies of oppression and 
domination with (transformative) pedagogies of freedom and emancipation. 
 
Critical educational theories, practices and relations  
Situating this need for pedagogical responses within the critical paradigm - ‘a 
perspective that knowledge is socially constructed and that education is a political 
project embedded within a network of social institutions that reproduce inequality’ 
(DiAngelo and Sensoy, 2014, n.p.) - in what follows I sketch out some specifically 
educational critical theories, practices and projects that might inform our 
engagements, resistances and alternatives. 
 
In, against and beyond 
Holloway’s (2010) framing and orientation of thinking, acting, living and relating ‘in, 
against and beyond capitalism’ and Cantwell and Kaupinnen’s (2014) conception of 
‘academic capitalism’ leads to a critical position of - working in, against and beyond 
the neoliberal university (Canaan, 2011; Asher, forthcominga). Thus, framing 
responses as developing understandings and an orientation to work:  

- ‘in’ - inevitably within the neoliberal university; to navigate, challenge and 
intervene in it;  

- ‘against’ - to resist its ongoing neoliberalisations and oppressions; 

- ‘beyond’ - to nurture, evolve and create transformative alternatives to it. 

 
Critical pedagogy and popular education  
Traditions, commonly associated with Adult and Higher Education, of popular 
education (Kane, 2001) and critical pedagogy (Cowden et al., 2013) provide explicitly 
radical theories and practices to inform such responses. In contrast to the dominant 
mode of banking education, they focus on education and knowledge as dialogical, 
social, co-created and transformative; as explicitly political and attentive to agency 
and empowerment. 
  
Both traditions have a central focus on praxis (Freire, 1972); on the need for theory 
as informing and re-informing critical reflection and dialogue on practice and 
experience, in order to transform both. A focus on transforming: the systems, 
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structures and institutions; practices, policies and knowledges; identities, 
subjectivities and relations of oppression and repression, both educational and 
societal - in the interests of; individual and collective freedom/autonomy; equality, 
solidarity and diversity; genuine, participatory or radical democracy; love, empathy 
and hope; and ecological sustainability (Amsler, 2015). 
 
Both traditions link struggles and movements for eco-social justice outwith the 
university, with educational work for eco- social justice within (Crowther et al., 2005). 
 
Utopian pedagogy  
‘Utopian pedagogy’ similarly focuses on the development of collective agency 
oriented to transformation for eco-social justice. It locates higher education as ‘a 
locus of hope, opportunity and critique’ under assault from the corporatisation and 
commodification of neoliberal globalisation. To resist these imperatives and utilise 
this potential, it proposes that the theory and practice of pedagogy in the academy 
be ‘defined and deployed in ways that affirm and assist social movements critical of 
neoliberal globalisation’ (Cote et al., 2007). It foregrounds the need for our 
pedagogical approaches - how we work, teach, learn, research, live and relate - to 
prefigure or foreshadow, to the extent that is possible, the values and objectives that 
we espouse. 
 
Ecopedagogy  
The unprecedented urgency and gravity of the ecocrises we face - of climate chaos, 
species destruction, resource depletion and environmental degradation - are 
recognised in the rise of ecopedagogy; an approach drawing on the activism and 
struggles of radical movements for ecological and environmental justice to 
reconstruct and reorient the critical pedagogy tradition ‘to better align with those who 
seek to abolish forms of culture predicated upon planetary extermination and the 
domination of nature’ (Kahn, 2010, 359). 
 
Critical/powerful literacies  
Also drawing on critical pedagogy and popular education is work in Adult and 
Community Education on ‘critical’ and ‘powerful literacies’ (Crowther et al., 2012), 
where learning is viewed as concerning literacies - conceived of as ‘social practices’ 
- rather than, as in the dominant mainstream of education, de-contextualised, fixed 
‘skills’ to be transmitted to those viewed of as in deficit. 
 
‘Literacies’ are understood as those knowledges and dispositions, practices and 
relations that allow us to understand, navigate and engage with the word, the world 
and those in it. Its focus is not on understanding to participate through 
socialisation/acculturation, but to challenge and transform power relations, practices 
and structures; a focus on agency and empowerment. ‘Powerful literacies’ involves 
‘people deciding for themselves what is “really useful literacy” and using it to act, 
individually and collectively, on their circumstances to take greater control over them’ 
(Crowther, 2012, 57).  
 
Critical academic literacies 
In my own field of Learning Development I've been working on an evolution of the 
emergent theory and practice of ‘academic literacies’ (Lea and Street, 2006), 
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drawing on critical pedagogy, popular education and powerful literacies, to propose a 
concept of ‘critical academic literacies’ (Asher, 2014, forthcomingb).  
 
As with pedagogy Learning Development is meta- or supra-disciplinary in nature, 
commonly involving work with the full range of students and staff on all issues 
relating to learning; as such occupying a position in the structure, conditioning and 
functioning of other fields. Critical academic literacies aims to cultivate and expand 
this potential for wide-ranging engagements focusing on learning oriented to eco-
social justice. 
 
It builds on the strengths of a literacies as social practices approach, in which 
students (and staff) are understood as socially situated actors both at a level of 
contexts of situations and contexts of cultures (Lillis and Scott, 2007). This approach 
is a critique of, and response to, dominant learning and teaching models and 
discourses of deficit/enhancement and socialisation (Hartley et al., 2011); where 
asocial, generic, technical or cognitive skills are to be learnt through transmission 
and reception or assimilated. 
 
It widens the range and scope of academic literacies through defining literacies as all 
communicative processes, practices and relations, moving beyond the present 
tendency to focus on academia’s disciplinary contexts and the textual practices of 
reading, writing and assessment (Street, 2013); situating literacies in broader 
educational and social contexts and attendant power relations. 
 
Academic literacies seems, in practice, to have a tendency to be critical within the 
paradigm rather than of the mainstream educational (and societal) paradigm. Critical 
academic literacies provides a more explicit critical foundation; democratic, eco-
social justice ethos; and transformative orientation.  
 
Being and becoming critically academically literate  
I’m suggesting that all working across Adult and Higher Education concerned with 
eco-social justice can engage in - and model - ongoing processes of being and 
becoming critically academically literate (Asher, 2015, forthcomingb). In which we as 
teachers/learners/researchers work, with and for each other, to develop and evolve 
our understandings of our historical present - our contemporary conjuncture of crises 
(including that of the university) – to inform our navigations, challenges and 
resistances, and the evolution and creation of alternative forms of Adult and Higher 
Education. Central is a focus on the formation of identities and subjectivities, and on 
transforming relations - such that we attempt to live, work, act, think and relate 
prefiguratively.  
 
Critical university studies  
This resonates with the call to ‘teach the university’ emanating from recent 
scholarship in the US - ‘critical university studies’ (Williams, 2012), building on the 
critiques provided by ‘academic capitalism’ of the entrepreneurial, corporatised 
university (Cantwell and Kaupinnen, 2014). It emphasises the need to understand 
the increasing importance of higher education as a central node of neoliberalism; 
both its ever-evolving commodified circuits of people and knowledge production and 
its wider direct and indirect influences on society. 
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‘Teaching the university’ has two, related meanings; that we should learn and teach 
about what the university was, is and could be, and that we need to teach critically 
across (and beyond) the entire university. 
Alternative Higher Educations  
We can learn from the many projects historically and contemporaneously concerned 
with ‘Alternative Higher Educations’, both within and outwith the academy (Amsler, 
2015; Winn, 2014).  Four, increasingly influencing radical pedagogues in the UK are: 
the Student as Producer Project (http://studentasproducer.lincoln.ac.uk/) and the 
Social Science Centre (http://socialsciencecentre.org.uk/); the Global Centre for 
Advanced Studies (https://gcasblog.wordpress.com/) and the Hybrid Pedagogy 
Project (http://www.hybridpedagogy.com/). 
 
In, against and beyond: educations for eco-social justice  
My proposal is that drawing on, combining and evolving these critical educational 
theories and practices dialogically opens up opportunities to work across Adult and 
Higher Education (enabling us to explore, create and evolve the ‘cracks’ in the 
neoliberal university and beyond); using ‘pedagogy’ to engage and build relations 
across disciplines, education and struggles more widely. 
 
Their ‘critical’ nature provides an explicitly transformational political grounding, 
framework and orientation, which also helps resist inevitable dangers of co-option 
and recuperation. 
 
Through such dialogical engagement we can facilitate and empower radical 
imagination (Haiven, 2014), enabling collective responses to our manifest, 
coalescing crises and the deepening neoliberalisations of both university and 
society; informing and orienting our work in, against and beyond the neoliberal 
university in ways that speak to the urgent need for radically different ways of 
working, living, relating and learning - for alternative, transformative adult and higher 
educations for eco-social justice. 
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Individual choices? Complex attitudes to debt and 

its continuing influence on HE participation 

decisions 

Wayne Bailey, University of Huddersfield, England 

Introduction 
There seems to be a persuasive view that for the majority of young people, making 
choices in relation to participation in HE is an immensely complex and messy 
process (Reay, 2001), with non-academic factors exerting the greatest influence on 
the most disadvantaged of qualified young people (Forsyth and Furlong, 2003). This 
paper seeks to explore why a group of young adults, with level 3 qualifications, living 
within traditionally working-class communities in Barnsley, choose not to participate 
in HE and concentrates on the influence that finance has on such decisions. There 
has been a great deal written about debt and debt aversion and the question of 
whether debt plays an important role in individuals’ choices when deciding whether 
to attend university (Callender, 2003; Watts, 2006).This paper discusses how a 
general fear of debt, in conjunction with an expectation that the costs associated with 
HE participation should lead to a guaranteed job, a sense of value for money, 
influence participation decisions and shape some complex attitudes towards debt 
that appear to be influenced by parents and wider family networks. 
 
Methodology 
This research adapts a Bourdieuian framework to help explore issues that relate to 
indebtedness. In order to reconcile the dualisms of objectivism and subjectivism I 
was drawn to the work of Pierre Bourdieu, who suggests that the two orders, 
objectivity and subjectivity, are “...tied together through actual social practices, 
wherein objective social relations are produced and reproduced within particular 
situations” (Layer, 2006, 194). Consequently, whilst this paper considers the 
subjective points of view of 36 young adults, with respect to the influence of debt on 
their non-participation, it also pays attention to factors which appeared to have 
shaped and moulded decisions and, in doing so, emphasises the complex 
correlations between the young adults and structures (Herzberg, 2006). I have drawn 
on Bourdieu’s concepts of practice, capital, habitus and symbolic violence to 
interrogate the data that was collected through semi-structured interviews. When 
analysing data, a general thematic approach was followed (Braun and Clarke, 2006). 
 
Findings  
The interviews uncovered a wide selection of information relating to different areas 
and aspects of debt, with the following themes emerging from the data: 
indebtedness; costs vs. benefits and the influence of family. 
 
Indebtedness 
The participants showed complex attitudes towards debt. The idea of being in debt 
was viewed as a major risk they appeared to be reluctant to expose themselves to. 
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They considered participation in HE in terms of risks, costs and benefits. The 
participants did not want to be what a significant number of them termed as 
‘lumbered’ or ‘saddled’ with a debt that they would not be able to pay off. It appears 
that the majority of the participants associated HE participation with having a 
‘...massive bill that goes on forever’ (participant 16). 
 
The participants just did not like the idea of debt, any type of debt. The thought of 
being in debt was repugnant to them; it filled them with dread.  
  

...it’s hard, isn’t it, for students and stuff and you’ve got all this debt hanging over 
you when you’ve done and I just don’t want that. I don’t know, I just don’t like 
thought of having it, having debt. It fills me with dread (participant 16). 
 

There were clear commonalities that related to values, as well as their knowledge of, 
and experience of, debt in one way or another. Many of the participants had stories 
that related to debt; it was viewed as being ‘corrosive’ (participant 6). They appeared 
to have a particular set of beliefs and values with regard to indebtedness.  
Implicit within the majority of the interviews was the fact that people did not have 
much money and if they could not afford it, then they should not spend it. Their 
values and beliefs seemed to reflect the ideals of their family and local community 
more broadly; not being in debt was an accepted way of doing things. Common 
meaning seemed to have accumulated over time that had influenced their local 
culture (Brennan, 2005). Bourdieu (2000) discusses the ‘natural way’ of doing things 
and the obvious actions that are conditioned by habitus. For the majority of the 
participants, an obvious action in terms of accruing debt was not to accrue debt: this 
was the ‘natural way’. They had an inclination towards ‘strategies of action’ that 
ensured that they were not in debt. Reference was made to people not having much 
money and people not being in work and that the priority for many families was just 
getting by.  
  
Cost versus benefit 
For the majority of the participants there appeared to be more subtle and hidden 
disadvantages of debt that moved beyond the question of whether they should 
participate in HE. It seemed clear that debt alone was not their main consideration; 
HE was a guaranteed cost, without a guaranteed benefit. Unless there was a 
guaranteed extrinsic reward, specifically employment related, then the participants 
gave the impression that they had no motivation to participate in HE. The 
participants seemed to be carrying out something that can only be described as a 
cost-benefit analysis. They were worried about incurring debt and then being unable 
to secure what they saw as an appropriate job to allow them to pay off the debt. 
There was an emphasis on value for money. This resonates with Bradley and Miller 
(2010) who explored the subjective beliefs and values of young people who were 
also from former coal mining communities. Much like them, the participants 
appeared to show a definite ambivalence about the career benefits of a degree and 
there was a strong belief from many of the participants that they were just as likely to 
get a job without a degree. The participants seemed aware that the decision to go to 
university involves a certain amount of risk (Hutchings and Ross, 2003; Baxter, Tate 
and Hatt, 2007) and they appeared worried that the financial costs of HE were likely 
to outweigh any possible future financial returns (Watts, 2006). The majority made 
reference to graduates who, having left university, were unable to secure 
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employment that related to their studies. Many of the participants had a particular 
story to share that alluded to graduates not being able to find ‘the right’ job.  
Participant 6 referred to a cousin who had participated in HE and studied for a sports 
science degree. He referred to his cousin as being ‘...lumbered with debt because 
sports science never caught on’. Employers were ‘...looking for people with 
experience and if you spend three years at university, it’s not real life experience’ 
(participant 9). They proposed that the three years would have been better-spent 
gaining experience and ‘…moving up the ladder’ (participant 12). 
 
Participant 14’s attitude to this issue is synonymous with the viewpoint held by the 
majority of the participants: 
 

If I do go to university, it’ll cost me a lot of money so I’ll be in a lot of debt and even 
with a degree with climate the way it is now, there’s no guarantee I’ll get a job with 
a degree so I can’t pay my debt off so I’m looking at paying debts ‘til I’m near 
retirement. I may as well just get a job... 
 

There seemed to be evidence of cultural reproduction in the participants’ attitudes to 
debt, costs and benefit.   

 
The influence of family  
Significantly, all participants cited discussing the financial implications of debt with 
their friends and wider family members, but particularly parent(s). There were 
several examples of ‘...horror stories...’ (participant 6) when it came to debt that had 
been articulated to them by their parents. The participants’ family upbringing seems 
to have shaped their attitude to, and how they feel about, being in debt. This is well 
illustrated by participant 4: ‘My mam says debt’s right bad; she won’t even have a 
credit card.  She says she got caught out in the past’. 
 
The social structure of the participants’ local community such as their wider network 
of social relationships (family/friends) seemed to have, in part, shaped their attitude 
to the financial implications of HE participation. Their working-class backgrounds 
appear to have exposed them to specific dispositions and different material 
conditions that have instilled preferences that may even be unconscious (Bourdieu, 
1984). Participant 9 gets to the nub of this issue: 
 

...but I think for everybody especially coming from here, and I’m not saying 
Barnsley is as deprived as what everybody makes it out, it isn’t as bad as what 
everybody says but I think coming from an area like this where traditionally people 
haven’t got that much money, it is a problem. 
 

The pedagogic actions that have been carried out within the participants’ family 
structure with regard to debt seem to have reproduced the same attitudes to it. The 
participants have produced disposition ‘...which generate “correct” responses to the 
stimuli...’ (Jenkins, 1992, 107) with the rules, values, behaviours and attitude to debt 
appearing to be shaped by their family. The idea of having to spend years paying 
back a debt accrued as a result of HE participation appeared to be just 
unacceptable. The idea that debt is ‘...always there’ and ‘at the back of your mind’ 
was discussed and the thought of this was disconcerting. Any ‘strategies of action’ 
devised by the participants were about making money; the preference was always 
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earning money not ‘…owing it out’ (participant 18). These strategies appear to have 
been discussed with, and shaped by, various sections of the participants’ social 
network, but particularly with their family. 
 
Discussion 
I am aware that gathering data through semi-structured interviews limits the claims 
and assertions that can legitimately be made and that this, to an extent, limits this 
paper’s ability to provide conclusive evidence. However, after accepting these 
caveats, this research nevertheless sheds further light on the subtle and hidden 
disadvantages of debt and on what, continues, to shape and influence attitudes to 
debt and its influence on HE participation decisions. 
 
As touched upon, without exception, all participants voiced major concerns about the 
financial risks and implications of attending university and the prospect of debt. The 
costs of participation and financial concerns have been considered by many 
researchers within the last 10+ years (Conner, 2001; Baxter et al., 2007), yet little 
seems to have changed to alleviate widespread apprehension about the prospect of 
debt. Baxter et al. make an interesting point when considering debt: ‘… the fear of 
debt could deter the very groups at whom widening participation initiatives are 
targeted’ (2007, 279). It was apparent from the outset of this research that the 
prospect of debt impacted upon the participants’ motivation to participate; debt was 
an expectation with HE participation not being seen as value for money. Participants 
seemed to treat HE participation as they would buying any other consumer item. If 
they bought an HE experience, then they expected a job - a good job - at the end of 
it. There had to be a guaranteed benefit to participation, particularly a career benefit.  
As discussed, their attitude to debt was particularly complex. The participants’ main 
motivations seemed to be to make money, not to be in debt, as that was just not the 
right way to do things; debt equalled risk and uncertainty. It almost felt that for the 
participants and their families, that not incurring debt was expected – a cultural rule.  
University debt was seen as a debt for life and there were no guarantees that 
appropriate employment would be secured to enable them to pay back an incurred 
debt. The expectation of such a debt seemed to have been one of the main 
motivations behind the participants opting to look for a job once they finished at sixth 
form. It was an authorised ‘strategy of action’.  
 
Perhaps by virtue of being from deprived and working-class backgrounds, the 
majority of the participants appeared to have had similar experiences. Such 
similarities seemed to be the result of the opportunities they had been afforded, 
because of the social relationships they had fostered and the structures they had 
encountered and this impacted on decision making. Their upbringing and 
background appears to have shaped their habitus in regard to debt. They favoured 
no debt over debt, irrespective of the amount or the reason for the debt. This 
reinforces the work of Melcalf (1997) who discussed how the less affluent can regard 
HE as irrelevant and Watts and Bridges (2006) who proposed that better paid jobs 
were far from guaranteed as a result of participation. Similarly, Callender and 
Jackson’s study (2006) pointed out that choices can be constrained by costs, with 
students from lower income families fearing debt and that this played a pivotal role in 
their decisions. Within this study, there appears to be evidence of cultural 
reproduction as the participants seem to have perpetuated a clear set of shared 
beliefs and values pertaining to debt, as a result of parental/family attitudes that were 
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likely historical. Developing ‘strategies of action’ that helped to prevent debt seemed 
to have been conditioned by the participants’ habitus (Bourdieu, 2000). Their habitus 
predisposed them to behave in a particular manner when it came to debt; again, 
there were cultural rules. Employment was much more likely to bestow economic, 
social and cultural capital. This was a source of anxiety for the participants; they 
seemed to want guarantees that the substantial outlay that was attached to 
participation would lead to a guaranteed job. They voiced a particular set of beliefs 
and values pertaining to debt, a simple mantra: if you cannot pay, then do not buy. 
This apparent informal learning that appeared to have taking place within the family, 
particularly between the participants and their parent(s) is important. The key 
element of informal learning according to Cullen et al. (2000) is social; it is not 
something that is wholly individual in nature (Eraut, 2000). The apparent socially 
embedded nature of the participants’ learning (Field and Spence, 2000) gave the 
impression that it had taken place within everyday life, and within particular family 
situations (Mills and Kraftl, 2014). Informal learning between participants and 
parent(s) pertaining to debt and the financing of university appeared to be far more 
persuasive than anything they had been told at their respective sixth forms. The 
informal learning that took place within the participants’ family seemed to be 
particularly powerful and complex and seemed to influence patterns of behaviour, 
thought and feelings about the risks of debt (Haggart, 2000). As Haggart points out, 
a key aspect of family learning includes the intergenerational informal learning that 
takes place between family members. The participants seem to have learnt about 
roles, relationships, responsibilities and decision making from their parent(s) or in 
some cases grandparent(s). Their opinions had weight; a particular gravitas that 
seemed to ensure that the participants wanted to do the best by their family. In this 
particular instance, the best for their family was not being in debt. Debt was not 
viewed as an individual issue; any debt accrued through HE participation was seen 
as a family debt. 
 
An interesting aspect of this research is that it spanned two British governments with 
some interviews taking place prior to 2010 and the subsequent hike in fee, and a 
number being carried out between 2010 and 2013. Significantly, my research has 
indicated no real change in the participants’ relationships to debt, whether 
interviewed before or after 2010. Whilst my post-2010 participants continued to be 
debt-averse, the hike in fees, whilst discussed, did not appear to be the reason why 
they chose not to participate. The amount of debt seemed to be of limited 
significance, whether £3000 or £9000 per year, the outcome was the same - debt.  
This is interesting, as once more their habitus may have predisposed them to 
behave in a particular manner in relation to debt. As touched upon, the participants’ 
attitude to debt appeared to be the result of their experiences and the informal 
education that took place within their families. Their learning, in relation to debt and 
its implications, seemed to have been situated within their own particular context and 
whilst there was no evidence of intentional teaching about debt and its implications, 
as a result of their ‘lived experience’ they appeared to have a tacit, taken-for-granted 
understanding of debt and its implications and this seemed to influence their decision 
making and actions (Eraut, 2000). As previously discussed, all mentioned parental 
attitudes to debt. Also, as young adults, many had encountered debt, either indirectly 
in terms of stories, or directly in terms of friends and family, and this had likely 
shaped/moulded their habitus with regard to debt and being anti-debt.   
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Conclusion 
This paper has discussed how a general fear of debt, in conjunction with an 
expectation that the costs associated with HE participation should lead to a 
guaranteed job, influences decision making. It has indicated complex attitudes 
towards debt and a particular set of beliefs and values that relate to the financing of 
HE. This research indicates that debt alone was not the main consideration; HE was 
a guaranteed cost, without a guaranteed benefit. Unless there was a guaranteed 
extrinsic reward, specifically employment related, there was no motivation to 
participate in HE.  
 
This paper has proposed that any ‘strategies of actions’ devised by the young adults 
were about making money and not owing money and that, at times, the amount of 
debt appeared to be inconsequential; being in debt was just not the accepted way of 
doing things. Significantly, evidence suggests that students from working-class 
backgrounds are more likely to be averse to being in debt and reluctant to accept the 
debt attached to being a student. Moreover, indebtedness is viewed as a major risk 
by many working-class young adults and their families. In spite of the perceived 
value of HE alluded to by the participants’ respective sixth forms, the young working-
class adults who participated in this study, still seem to consider participation in HE 
in terms of risks, costs and benefits (Callender, 2003) and their decision making 
seems to be heavily influenced by their family. 
 
Ultimately, this paper has argued that similar outlooks, backgrounds, interests, 
lifestyles and opportunities resulted in the adoption of shared practices, common 
patterns of reactions and accepted ways of doing things when it came to debt.   
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Skills support as border straddling: negotiating 
liminality with adult learners 

Catherine Bates and Helen Bowman, University of Leeds, UK 

Introduction 
In this paper we explore our own roles as tutors in the interstitial space of academic 
skills. We explore the liminal position we continually negotiate, between the students 
and their subject specialist module tutors and on the edges of module delivery. In 
helping the students develop the skills they need to study successfully, we are 
positioned on the boundaries between their main module delivery, and their 
independent study. As McMillan (1997, no pagination) points out ‘there is often a 
tension between formal institutional access, and curriculum or epistemological 
access.’ We see it as our role to help students gain epistemological access within 
the institutional setting; to do this we need to acknowledge the ontological and 
epistemological borders they have to cross to function successfully at university; and 
part of this role, is to recognise our position on particular disciplinary, and 
professional borders, as well as the students’ position as often in-between particular 
identity-positions (local and student: Holdsworth, 2009); identity-spaces (home and 
university or work and university); and identity-roles (professional identity at work or 
parenting role at home/learning role at university). By using theories of bordering and 
the liminal, this paper will demonstrate that there is an important link to be made 
between our role as skills tutors, and adult learners’ roles as university students. If 
we understand both roles to be liminal, and reflect upon our own role as border 
straddlers – in between more recognisable, generic identities – we can work with 
students to become more comfortable as border crossers, recognising their own 
ability to move between identity-positions, identity-spaces and identity-roles in ways 
which challenge and acknowledge epistemological blockages or ontological crises.  
We conceptualise the skills tutoring role as a liminal one which involves increasing 
access and exists between disciplines, between students and academics, and 
between the formal and the informal. 
 
The context 
At the Lifelong Learning Centre at the University of Leeds students come from 
diverse backgrounds on foundation level (year 0), Cert HE and part time diploma 
courses as well as foundation degrees, top ups and a full interdisciplinary degree 
programme in Professional Studies. Our students are mature adults as well as 
younger students from non-traditional backgrounds, recruited using specific WP 
criteria. We work in the Academic skills team running skills modules within 
programmes of study, as well as providing 1:1 support for lifelong learning students, 
and mature and part-time students across the university. The modules we run are 
primarily front loaded and mostly credit bearing; in addition, they are run in varying 
levels of collaboration with the academic staff. While often we run the skills sessions 
within a module (not with, but in collaboration with tutors), there are also times when 
we run skills sessions with one of the module tutors. This helps the students see we 
are working with the module tutors, but that we can offer our own version of support 
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and guidance which is distinct from that provided by the module tutor. Effectively, 
then, we are positioned in between students and tutors: we do not deliver subject-
specific material (but we do work to make our sessions relevant to the subject).  
Our role involves supporting the students and helping them develop strategies to fit 
study into their own busy lives, learn new ways of thinking, and reflect upon their 
own learning. But it also involves working as translators/conduits/negotiators 
between the students and the module tutors. This in-between positioning has its 
advantages and its challenges. We can become the supportive and friendly person 
for the student to talk to, but sometimes students question our expertise and would 
prefer to be talking to the subject-expert. In the following section, we will show how a 
border studies approach is helpful for conceptualising both our liminal role and the 
advantages and challenges it involves.  
 
Introduction to our border studies/liminality approach 
To reflect critically on our own liminal position, we are drawing upon border studies 
theory as it has been applied to pedagogical theory by Giroux (1991). Border 
pedagogy, a phrase coined by Giroux, draws upon Anzalduá and suggests that 
‘Borders elicit a recognition of those epistemological, political, cultural, and social 
boundaries that define “the places that are safe and unsafe, [that] distinguish us from 
them” (Anzalduá cited in Giroux 1991, 51). He continues: 
 

Borders call into question the language of history, power and difference. The 
category of border also prefigures cultural criticism and pedagogical processes as 
a form of border crossing. That is, it signals forms of transgression in which 
existing borders forged in domination can be challenged and redefined (Giroux 
1991, 51).  
  

There has been some focus, in adult education literature, on the idea of students as 
‘border crossers’ (Evans, 2012; McMillan, 1997; Skilton-Sylvester and Erwin, 2007; 
Jackson, 2010) who need to negotiate dominant class and power structures to 
‘transgress’ the borders forged by traditional higher education institutions to access 
and participate within knowledge production. As Gardner and Holley (2011) suggest, 
psychological and epistemological access to higher education for first-generation 
students (and others not already part of ‘traditional’ student constituencies) may be 
restricted through implicit messages about ‘who has a place in the academy and who 
has not’ (Kosut, 2006, 249 cited by Gardner and Holley, 2011, 79). They discuss the 
significant boundaries such students can face, in terms of access to multiple forms of 
capital, which can be understood in terms of barriers which reinforce a border 
between the student and the academy: 
  

… gatekeeping forms of capital may be challenging for first-generation students, 
including discursive capital, or legitimate academic language; aesthetic-cultural 
capital, or knowledge of the humanities and arts; cognitive capital, or a type of 
attitude that is similar to self-assurance; and temporal capital, or the amount of 
time the student is able to dedicate to scholarly pursuits (Gardner and Holley, 
2011, 79). 
 

This can lead to the students experiencing the challenges of ‘imposter syndrome’, a 
phenomenon initially described among high-achieving women (Clance and Imes, 
1978, 1976 cited by Gardner and Holley). Our role is to help the students create their 
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own space within the institution by understanding and tackling these significant 
boundaries so that they can become more confident border crossers. 
We attempt to do this by creating and occupying a border zone (Görner, 2007), a 
space for questioning, reflecting and negotiating meaning (Giroux, 2009) and a 
space which characterises our own positioning on the edges of module and subject-
specialist teaching. This is similar to the ‘boundary zone’ described by Konkola et al. 
(2007) and the ‘third spaces’ discussed by Gutierrez et al. (1999). Work on 
‘boundary crossing’ has recently developed in popularity with a revival of Vygotsky’s 
influence on Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) (Akkerman and Bakker, 2011; 
Roth and Lee, 2007) and sociocultural theories (Daniels, 2001), Lave and Wenger’s 
(1991) work on Situated Learning and Communities of Practice and attempts to 
move beyond the metaphor of transfer in learning (Saunders, 2007; Hager and 
Hodkinson, 2009). We find that our work relates to some aspects of these theoretical 
models and approaches. In skills modules and 1:1 sessions with us, students can 
express concerns, identify difficulties, vent frustration and question the tasks they 
have been set, to develop strategies for completing these tasks in a way which 
works for them. These zones, spaces and dialogues are more routinized, but as 
unpredictable as the ‘boundary encounters’ described by Wenger (1998). We would 
also suggest that we are engaged in, what Wenger might describe as, ‘boundary 
practices’ (1998). However, there are some limitations in applying Lave and 
Wenger’s (1991) theorising in formal educational settings that foreground both 
pedagogy and learning (Fuller et al., 2005; Saljo, 2007). In our work with students we 
feel that the negotiation of both boundaries and peripheries (Wenger, 1998) of 
knowledge are better conceived as borders that are constantly challenged and 
challenging, which learning can inhabit, build, re-inscribe and transcend. Border 
straddling, then, emphasizes the ‘horizontal’ movements that are key to 
Engerstrom’s activity theory approach to learning and work (Tuomi-Grohn and 
Engerstrom, 2007). 
 
Goffman’s (1969) notion of the front and back stages – developed in The 
Presentation of Everyday Life – provides a useful border-like metaphor for 
conceptualising these ‘horizontal’ movements, and the space we can provide for the 
students. For Goffman, the front stage is the place where one’s activity is effectively 
formalised and modified because other people – who are in a position of authority, to 
judge – are present. Whereas the ‘“back stage” – is where the suppressed facts 
make an appearance.’ He continues: 
 

… a backstage may be defined as a place, relative to a given performance, where 
the impression fostered by the performance is knowingly contradicted as a matter 
of course […]. Obviously, control of backstage plays a significant role in the 
process of “work control” whereby individuals attempt to buffer themselves from 
the deterministic demands that surround them (Goffman, 1969, 114-115).  
 

The skills sessions can work as a ‘back stage’, in which students can potentially ‘be 
themselves’ but also test out writing and talking in ways related to their learning. 
These are shared opportunities, but there are also relationship risks, of learned 
dependency and/or division; it is also our job to facilitate and support the relationship 
between student and subject tutor. And there is the challenge that our knowledge 
and/or relevance can be questioned. Discontinuities define border areas and there 
are times when we need to refer students to the module tutor, or students are 
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referred to us. Our role is undeniably complex and contains elements of the 
brokering role featured in both Wenger (1998) and Engerstrom’s (1995) work. We do 
not want to idealise this role and are all too aware of the dangers of using skills work 
to ignore or deny students’ ‘dispositions’ (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1998) to promote 
assimilation into power-laden and discriminatory structures, or strategies of 
accommodation (Bensimon, 1994 cited in Baxter-Magolda, 1999, 74). 
 
Study skills? 
Furthermore, the idea of teaching ‘study skills’ raises many issues, to the extent that 
Wingate (2006) has suggested that the term ‘study skills’ should be abandoned. Her 
point is that the ‘bolt-on’ approach to skills teaching does little to help students 
understand the construction of knowledge in their own disciplines. While we would 
agree that skills teaching should be integrated into students’ modules, we have also 
found that it is useful for students to get skills support from skills tutors, as well as 
module tutors. We have found that students can really benefit from 1:1 support to 
help them to consolidate the learning in their modules; identify the structural 
expectations at play; and cross or identify routes through conceptual borders. 
Wingate does not take into account that some students (especially those with less 
social/cultural capital, from non-traditional backgrounds) view module tutors as 
across a border. The perception of tutor-as-expert can make students uncomfortable 
in sharing their own practice. The very idea that they would have to produce work 
like their tutors, or other ‘experts’, can make their assignments seem 
insurmountable. This is where a skills tutor, acting as a conduit, or a border 
straddler, can be useful. We try to guide the students’ understanding in how they can 
develop their own critical voice, from their own meaning making. In addition, we talk 
to students about the challenges of writing in an academic style in their subject. To 
help with this, we read through the students’ work together with them, so that they 
can identify changes to be made and why. This boundary practice appears to us to 
incorporate the four dialogical learning mechanisms described by Akkerman and 
Bakker (2011). As skills tutors we attempt to occupy a space where students can feel 
safe showing us their work, showing us the ‘backstage’ (Goffman, 1969).  
 
Border positions 
As we have begun to demonstrate, border studies can highlight the often challenging 
nature of liminal positions; it can help us to consider what borders are constructed by 
higher education institutions, educators and students which need to be negotiated 
and sometimes challenged. Skills teaching has a political history grounded in the 
increasingly consumer-focused development of a utilitarian, technically rational 
Higher Education system, which may appear to have been ‘hollowed out’ (Cribb and 
Gewirtz, 2013). Generic skills are associated with the oversimplified focus on the 
transfer of learning (Hager and Hodkinson, 2009) and, within institutions, skills tutors 
do not occupy the same role or status as ‘academic staff’, often seen as occupying 
‘hybrid’ roles and confined to academic related contracts (Barkas, 2011). If students 
feel they want to access subject knowledge, they can find a concentration upon skills 
frustrating; binary oppositions can be created between ‘skills’ and subject knowledge 
(which creates its own barrier to learning), between familiar ways of communicating 
and academic discourse, as well as the more significant ontological boundaries 
between students’ home ‘selves’ and their continually developing university ‘selves’ 
(Skilton-Sylvester and Erwin, 2007).   
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What does this mean for us? 
As skills tutors we are attempting to find spaces that can act as critical learning 
locations, for the students and for us, although we recognise that these spaces are 
problematic. They resemble Janmohamed’s (1994, 248 italics in the original) 
characterization of pedagogic spaces as ‘constitutionally ambiguous sites, as spaces 
that dominant cultures can utilize for the purposes of hegemonic construction and 
that oppositional groups can employ for their heterotopian value: [that] are potentially 
heterotopic, but need to be utilized in that manner for their potential to become 
manifest’. How we use these spaces involves tensions between our hopes for micro 
radical transformations and the broader contexts of skills deficit models that 
dominate the academy, ‘contributing to an atmosphere of moral panic’ (Preece, 
2009, p.19).  
 
The Lifelong Learning Centre is not a research institution and we have used this 
paper to help us to think about our practice. In the following examples the detail of a 
student/tutor skills exchange and skills tutor/ discipline tutor relationships are 
explored to put this discussion in perspective.  
 
Our first example, involves a mature student, with significant experience as a 
paramedic, studying to become a qualified nurse. This student sees herself as a 
professional who has already gained certain skills – she came to the Lifelong 
Learning Centre feeling disillusioned with her department – she feels as though she 
does not fit in with much of her cohort (being older and more experienced than 
some) and also as though her skills and experiential knowledge are not being 
recognised in the way she is being taught. She has particular issues with having to 
undertake academic work and assignments which are similar to those she has done 
on her foundation degree (she wants to feel as though there is a border she has 
already crossed).  
 
She has a particular issue with academic writing – for which she was seeking study 
skills support. Her issues seemed to stem from the structural and perceived borders 
she was experiencing; she was resistant to pre-hand in critique and assessment 
feedback. She took the critique personally and also expressed annoyance and 
frustration at one particular tutor who had said to the group she was not interested in 
the students’ ‘opinion’. A border, therefore, was constructed here between expert 
and non-expert opinion – the student feels as though hers is expert, whereas the 
tutor wants her to attend to academic conventions and refer to published research. 
Recognising the constructed borders here, helped by the liminal skills tutor, could 
help her understand that the issue is to do with academic writing as a genre, rather 
than a personal rejection/attack. She needs to recognise the edges – the constructed 
borders between academic writing, and the writing she would produce of her own 
experience (Russell, 1997).  
 
The skills tutor’s role involved remaining in the middle of the student’s perspective, 
and her presentation of the tutor’s perspective. It wouldn’t have helped to reiterate 
the tutor’s advice, without first showing an understanding of the student’s frustration 
and to some extent legitimating it. But at the same time, it wouldn’t have helped to 
legitimate this perspective so much that the tutor was demonised (after all – the skills 
tutor only has the student’s account of the tutor’s advice). Instead, the skills tutor 
needs to listen to the student’s account, make sure the frustrations are 
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acknowledged, and locate the tutor’s advice within the context of academic writing as 
a skill and the essay/report as a genre. This involves showing how the student’s 
experiential knowledge can inform their assessment of the academic research out 
there, but also how the academic research can help them reflect upon their own 
knowledge (so the process can be understood as beneficial, rather than a challenge 
to their knowledge). In this case, it was also necessary to help the student reflect 
upon the way she was contributing to the production of a border between academic 
and student, and that she could take action to break this down. One action was to 
talk to someone in between (and continue to do this), i.e. the liminal skills tutor, but 
other possibilities are to start trying to take control of the ‘translation’ or interpreting 
work foregrounded by the discussion with the skills tutor, by going to see the tutor in 
person, talking to other students and by recognising that there is a genre of 
academic writing to be negotiated, and why and how the seemingly prescriptive 
elements of this exist. 
 
In working with module tutors within Skills sessions, the skills tutor occupies a 
different kind of liminal position co-delivering a module within a Programme. Skills to 
Succeed in the Sciences, is a separate module within a foundation year, but within 
the subject of study, delivered jointly by a Science tutor and a Skills tutor. 
Approximately 80 students are divided into two groups according to their progression 
routes and follow a 15 credit module across 2 semesters, which includes topics such 
as the representation of data, preparing for exams, studying at University, writing 
individually and collaboratively, conducting individual research and presentations. All 
of these are focused on the students’ subject of study and their personal areas of 
interest for their progression routes into a degree at a Russell Group University. The 
module also aims to build on students’ previous work (both academic and/or 
professional) and their dispositions as they enter the Higher Education setting via an 
alternative entry route. The skills module is not seen as particularly intellectually 
stimulating, but the students and module tutors value the opportunities to delve into 
‘unexpected’ areas and feel ‘tested’ in a ‘different’ way. The students identify ‘border 
zone’ elements of the unit, suggesting it helps them to ‘gather’ and ‘reflect’ and some 
elements improve their ‘mood’. The subject tutor also welcomes a space apart, but 
linked to the subject discipline, the goal being to integrate the two. However, this 
liminal positioning also causes the students to feel frustration and lose motivation 
when the module is perceived as taking time from subject disciplines and the other 
tutors in the subject area also feel ambivalent about the role of skills. This border 
straddling can have significant benefits for the Skills tutor as it helps to contextualise 
the students’ learning, beyond ‘skills’. Whether it has actual benefits for the students 
is more difficult to determine, as the experience of studying the course without a 
skills module is not an option. 
 
This liminal space can, then, be simultaneously vibrant and fraught with difficulties. It 
is essentially and intentionally dialogic (Ashworth, 2004), but also individually and 
temporally experienced. Although we can theorise what we are trying to do and the 
potential that the skills opportunities represent, we are plagued by concerns about 
forcing students to ‘fit’ (Burke, 2010). Our anxiety about idealising our own role, and 
about generalising the student experience has led us to think about how productive it 
can be to consider our role in relation with and developing through our own work with 
the students: this involves acknowledging that our role is in a continual process of 
becoming (Hager & Hodkinson, 2009) and needs to be responsive to the challenges 
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the students have as border crossers. We are not claiming that our roles are unique 
in their interstitial nature; our reflections in this paper have helped us realise how 
other roles – not as obviously liminal – have their own borders to straddle: exposing 
these borders and recognising their symbolic powers to divide can be one way of 
diffusing some of their power. In this paper we begin to expose and renegotiate the 
borders; we hope this will pave the way for future empirical research with students, 
module tutors and other skills development workers. 

References 

Akkerman, S  and Bakker, A (2011) ‘Boundary Crossing and Boundary Objects’, 

Review of Educational Research, 81, 2, pp.132-169. 

Ashworth, P (2004) ‘Understanding as the transformation of what is already known’, 

Teaching in Higher Education, 9, 2, pp.147-158. 

Barkas, L (2011) ‘‘Teaching’ or ‘support’? The poisoned chalice of the role of 

Students’ Skills Centres’, Journal of Further and Higher Education, 35, 2, pp. 265-

286. 

Baxter-Magolda, M B (1999) Creating Contexts, Nashville, Vanderbilt University 

Press. 

Burke, P-J (2010) Writing, Power and Voice: Widening Participation in Higher 

Education [Online]. Available from: 

http://www.open.ac.uk/about/wideningparticipation/files/wideningparticipation/ 

[Accessed 01/05/2015]. 

Daniels, H (2001) Vygotsky and Pedagogy, London, Routledge Falmer. 

Fuller, A et al (2005) ‘Learning as peripheral participation in communities of practice: 

a reassessment of key concepts in workplace learning’, British Educational Research 

Journal, 31, 1, pp.49-68. 

Giroux, H (1991) ‘Border Pedagogy as Postmodern Resistance’ in H A Giroux (ed) 
Postmodernism, Feminism, and Cultural Politics: Redrawing Educational 
Boundaries, New York, State University of New York Press, pp. 358-363. 

Giroux, H (2009) ‘Paulo Freire and the Politics of Postcolonialism’, Explorations of 
Educational Purpose, 8, pp. 79-89. 

Görner, R (2007) ‘Notes on the Culture of Borders’ in J Schimanski and S Wolfe 
(eds) Border Poetics De-limited, Hannover, Wehrhahn, pp. 59-74. 

Gutierrez, K D et al (1999) ‘Rethinking diversity: Hybridity and Hybrid Language 

Practices in the Third Space’, Mind, Culture and Activity, 6, 4, pp. 286-303. 

Hager, P and Hodkinson, P (2009) ‘Moving beyond the metaphor of transfer of 

learning’, British Educational Research Journal, 35, 4, pp. 619-638. 

Hodkinson, P M and Sparkes, A C (1997) ‘Careership: a sociological theory of career 

decision making’, British Journal of Sociology of Education, 18,1, pp. 29-44. 

Holdsworth, C (2009) ‘Going away to uni': mobility, modernity, and independence 



43 
 

of English higher education students’, Environment and Planning A, 41, pp.1849-

1864. 

Konkola, R et al. (2007) ‘Promoting learning and transfer between school and 

workplace’, Journal of Education and Work, 20, 3, pp. 211-228. 

McMillan, J (1997) ‘Boundaries, border crossings and context(s): learning as 

negotiated meaning’, 27th Annual SCUTREA conference proceedings [Online] 

Available from: www.leeds.ac.uk/educol/documents/000000262.htm [Accessed: 

12/01/2015]. 

Preece, S (2009) Posh Talk: Language and Identity in Higher Education, 

Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan. 

Roth, W-M and Lee, Y-J (2007) ‘“Vygotsky’s Neglected Legacy”: Cultural Historical 

Activity Theory’, Review of Educational Research, 77, 2, pp. 186-232. 

Russell, D (1997) ‘Writing and Genre in higher Education and Workplaces: A Review 

of Studies that use Cultural-Historical Activity Theory’, Mind Culture and Activity, 4, 

4, pp. 224-237. 

Saljo, R (2007) ‘Epilogue: From Transfer to Boundary-crossing’ in T Tuomi-Grohn 

and Y Engerstrom (eds) Between School and Work: New Perspectives on transfer 

and Boundary Crossing, Bingley, Emerald Group, pp. 311-321. 

Skilton-Sylvester, E and Erwin, E (2000) ‘Creating Reciprocal Learning Relationships 

Across Socially-Constructed Borders’, Michigan Journal of Community Service 

Learning, 7, 1, pp. 65-75. 

Tuomi-Grohn, T et al. (2007) ‘From Transfer to Boundary Crossing Between School 

and Work as a Tool for Developing Vocational Education: An Introduction’ in T 

Tuomi-Grohn and Y Engerstrom (eds) Between School and Work: New Perspectives 

on transfer and Boundary Crossing, Bingley, Emerald Group, pp.1-15. 

Wenger, E (1998) Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning and Identity, 

Cambridge, Cambridge University Press. 

Wingate, U (2006) ‘Doing away with ‘study skills’’, Teaching in Higher Education, 11, 

4, pp. 457-469. 

  



44 
 

Back to top 

 

Professional learning and development for older 
workers – a study of one UK higher education 
institution 

Domini Bingham, University College London, England 

Introduction  
Extended working lives will affect us all. The lifting of the default retirement age 
(DFA) in the UK, rising life expectancy and increasing numbers of older workers 
(ONS 2013), spotlights the place of older workers, their engagement and 
professional learning needs.  
 
This empirical research aims to answer the value of professional development and 
learning to older workers and to management in the higher education workplace. It 
explores understandings of older workers in professional roles in a higher education 
institution, their perspectives of professional development and learning, together with 
those of management. This research concerns professional learning at a micro-
organizational level to inform at a macro-organizational level in an adult workplace 
setting. The research is located within adult professional development and learning 
literature but is also connected to related workplace learning theories.  
 
The research focus is on understanding what older workers and management see as 
valuable professional development and learning in a higher education (HE) case 
study in England. Pragmatic in approach, it emphasises high performance. It 
considers older workers wish to do their best in their work and management want the 
best from their workers. The research questions consider: 
 

 What professional development do older workers see as valuable in the HE 
case study? 

 What professional development does management see as valuable for older 
workers in the HE case study? 

 How might any differing views on what professional development should be 
offered, be reconciled?   

 
Defining older workers 
The notion of an older worker is problematic as is the notion of an older adult 
(Findsen 2015). Age is used to define government policy around pension awards 
and benefits. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) in the UK classes an older 
worker as being 50+ (2013), but there are significant country to country differences. 
Older workers learning and development aspirations are subject to a triple interaction 
of employer, worker and government policy intersected by cultural, political and 
economic considerations which may enhance or impede their chances (Findsen 
2015). 
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Defining professional development and learning  
There is no agreed definition of professional development (PD) and what is 
interchangeably referred to as ‘continuing professional development’ (CPD).    
Professional development has multiple meanings and dimensions (Friedman et al. 
2001). CIPD defines CPD as ‘a combination of approaches, ideas and techniques to 
manage learning and growth’. The focus is firmly on results – the benefits 
professional development can bring to you in the real world, to demonstrate skills 
efficiency within a performative setting. CPD describes learning activities undertaken 
throughout working life and intended to enhance individual and organizational 
performance in university professional and managerial spheres (Mitchell and 
Thomas cited in Woodward 1996, 1), bringing in the role of employers and 
professional associations. More recently, there has been a move away from PD to a 
broader term of professional learning (Timperley 2011). Although both are 
intentional, ongoing and systematic processes (Guskey 2000), professional learning 
is ‘hampered by connotations of delivery of information’. Learning recognises ‘the 
internal process in which individuals create professional knowledge, through 
interaction, to create new meanings’ (Timperley 2011). 

There is no one theory of adult learning or one model to explain how adults learn, 
where learning takes place or the process of learning (Merriam 2001). Influenced by 
Carl Rogers, Knowles’ (1975) five assumptions of adult learning in a theory of 
andragogy, based on a humanistic viewpoint, proposed adults are self directing, 
independent. Drivers for learning are intrinsically motivated, not extrinsic; attitudes to 
learning are valued when integrated with everyday life; and experience is a rich 
resource for learning. 

Knowles’ theory for how adults learn and their attitude towards it, proposes learners 
should be involved in their own learning and in creating a climate in which they could 
best learn. Self–directed learning, is a process whereby individuals take control of 
their own learning, identify their own learning needs, formulating their goals. Adults 
can and should be allowed to participate in evaluating their learning needs, planning 
and implementing learning activities, and evaluating those experiences (Merriam, 
2001). Furthermore individuals can be supported to further self-direction in being 
given experiences, appropriate learning tools, resources and encouragement.  

However, Knowles’ theories give little recognition to individuals shaped by the culture 
and society they inhabit, and that external structures and social institutions define 
that learning, in a way that the learner has little control over. In leaving out ‘the 
organizational and social impediments to adult learning: he never painted the big 
picture. He chose the mechanistic over the meaningful’   (Grace, 1996, 386 cited in 
Merriam 2001). There is thus a strong relation between the adult professional 
literature to that of workplace learning literature. 

Relating older adult professional learning to the workplace learning literature 
Recognising the significance of organisational and social impediments to 
understanding how older workers learn in the workplace, and professional learning 
grounded within socio cultural literature of workplace learning, there is a valid claim 
for workplace learning to be considered alongside professional learning,  in being 
fundamental to uncovering what is critical to older workers’ professional development 
and learning in sites of work which may potentially be subject to impediments of 
exclusion and discrimination. Hager (cited in Malloch et al., 2011) pointing to 
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underestimations of the role of social, cultural and organisational factors in 
workplace learning, sees them as providing a platform for re-thinking the nature of 
continuing professional learning to better reflect how learning takes place in the 
workplace. Socio-cultural paradigm perspectives on learning are posited on the view 
that adult development cannot be understood apart from the context in which it 
occurs and that it is an intersection of factors which affect adult learning and 
development significant for this study (Baumgartner, 2001). 
 
Arguing  against learning as only a formal process occurring in explicitly educational 
settings like schools, Billett proposes a workplace as a learning environment 
focusing on the interaction between ‘the affordances and constraints of the social 
setting’, on the one hand, and the agency and biography of the individual participant, 
on the other, which strengthens what he calls ‘relational inter-dependencies’, 
between individual and social agency, between the engagement of the worker, and 
‘affordances’ of the work environment (Billett, 2001, 2004, 2008a, 2008b; Billett and 
Somerville, 2004 in Malloch et al., 2011). Complex negotiations take place between 
imposed expectation and norms by organisations to further their continuity and 
survival, set against learners own preferences and goals, which are ‘essentially as a 
question of the learner’s participation in situated work activities’(ibid). 

Narrow views of learning in the workplace have focussed on skills and knowledge 
acquisition and are part of a contested dualistic debate around models of acquisition 
against models of participation and related concepts of cognition versus models 
recognising socio-cultural situativity (Malloch et al., 2011), such as Lave and 
Wenger’ situated learning (1991), where learning is socially located in communities 
of practice drawing attention to types of learning in the workplace. Research shows 
that the recognition of informal learning, such as tacit knowledge, is important in 
workplace learning. 

Evans (cited in Malloch et al., 2011,160) argues for wider notions of work based 
learning (WBL) proposing a supplement to more demand-led training and skills to the 
establishment of quality relationships facilitated by dialogue. Such learning could be 
found in communities of practice and through coaching and mentoring models. The 
role of tacit knowledge as informal knowledge, being ‘we can know more than we 
can tell’ (Polyani 1967), is not always recognised or valued or utilised in the 
workplace (Smith, 2001). Recognition of tacit skills, defined as ‘implicit or hidden 
dimensions of knowledge’ key elements of mastery workers draw on in every day 
practice, such as interpersonal abilities; reflective abilities; prioritising and planning 
could be beneficial (Evans, Kersh and Kontiainen, 2004) in sustaining learning in 
adults, with research indicating that if such tacit skills were recognised, older workers 
would remain engaged in the workplace where otherwise the reverse might do the 
opposite. As much as 90% of knowledge in an organisation is embedded in people’s 
heads (Smith 2001). Furthermore, the comparing and making of binaries, such as 
tacit versus implicit, informal versus formal is considered unhelpful in the workplace 
(Malloch et al., 2011). 

Tikkanen and Nyhan (2008) call for a new mindset on the interrelationship between 
work, learning and ageing.  In particular, for an older worker being offered 
opportunities and support to participate in organised learning, which leads to a 
feeling of being valued, appreciated and needed.  
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Whether older workers should be differentiated in terms of their learning and 
development has been debated, particularly as there is a widely-held view, that late 
career workers do not invest heavily in their own careers. However, evidence found 
that contrary to this pre-conception, age was not a factor in the hours spent on 
professional development and business networking (Greller 2006); of particular 
relevance due to the concern of underemployment for this sector. A growing 
proportion of workers between ages 50-70 reports being very overqualified for their 
jobs McNair (2011); a significant waste of talent even though some workers choose 
to move to less stressful roles. Such concerns raise the issue of being able to 
flourish in the workplace in later career. 
 
Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual and theoretical framework focuses on socio-cultural processes and 
relationships. Sen and Nussbaum’s (1993) capability theory and the notion of 
flourishing through opportunities for professional development is central to the 
conceptual framework, which is context led. The emphasis on participation and 
access to participation, professional development and learning is seen through Sen 
and Nussbaum’s lens of human flourishing (ibid). High performance means staff and 
management come together in relational and dialectic space, where respect for older 
workers’ contribution is not always seen as valuable. Central is the Habermasian 
(1987) perspective of the necessity of provision of relational and dialogic spaces to 
achieve mutual understanding, through supporting older workers to be agentic; that 
is able to contribute as well as receive. The model provides a rationale for older 
workers playing a continued and valuable role in the workplace. Habermas’ (1990) 
thinking on dialogic spaces is helpful in seeing older workers as agentic, both able to 
contribute as well as to receive. 
 
Summary  
Exploring the connection between adult professional development and learning to 
workplace learning supports understanding the development and learning of older 
workers, to allow flourishing and realising capabilities in later life workplace learning. 
Also important are the types of learning recognised as valuable. 
 

MethodologyAn interpretative, qualitative, case study methodology, using a multi-
strategy approach of survey (Phase 1) and structured interviews (Phase 2) with staff 
and management was conducted. For Phase I, the survey elicited 28 responses from 
those self reporting as over 50 years of age.  For Phase 2, 14 professional staff and 
6 senior management and management with strategic input, human resources/staff 
development and equalities participated in structured interviews with questions 
informed by the survey.  Data analysis for the survey was conducted using thematic 
analysis and the constant comparative method. Data analysis for the structured 
interviews is underway. Policy documents will be used to triangulate the data. 

Initial Findings  

Findings from Phase 1 
 
 
Spaces for dialogue  
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Findings reveal spaces for dialogue are seen as important for inclusion. Dialogue is 
seen as very important with a requirement for enabling spaces to ensure inclusion 
and equal opportunities. This would be in line with Habermas’ notions of dialogic 
spaces (1987). 
 
Value  
There is some questioning about the value of older workers both within the 
organisation and in wider society. There is some discriminatory sense, especially of 
female older workers. There was however, inconclusive agreement to the extent to 
which organisational culture, in this case study, values older workers. This will be 
further explored through the in-depth interviews. 
 
Informal learning  
The survey revealed the emphasis placed upon the value of informal learning 
experiences, as well as the recognition of older workers’ informal learning 
experiences being validated. 

Age blind professional development and learning 
Concerning questions over the value of professional development, it was considered 
that differentiation was not the answer. Age blind professional development should 
be needs related regardless of career path, wide- ranging and open to all ages. 
There was a lack of opinion over how any gaps in professional development could 
be filled in what was offered to older workers.  
 
Mobility and career progression 
Mobility and career development is not seen as a priority by the organisation. Such a 
lack of mobility in existing roles is leading to staleness and some stagnation in roles.  
Older workers are seen as career irrelevant. However in contrast, there is a 
keenness and eagerness to continue in key careers as an older worker. A lack of 
profession specific training opportunities, to move into different areas, is hindering 
movement into other roles. An in house career offer is seen as supportive. There is a 
sense that a more holistic view of career trajectories in staff development would be 
helpful.  

Strategic organisational development  
It was considered that strategy and planning for professional development, to include 
older workers, needs constant reviewing to adapt to external and internal changes 
and alignment was needed for it to be part of strategic planning. There was a mixed 
view of the extent of the efficacy of the appraisal or staff review and development 
process in terms of reviewee expectations, achieving organisation objectives and in 
relevant training.  
 
Significance for adult education research and contribution to the learning 
around older workers and workplaces as sites for learning 
This doctoral research is work in progress, data analysis is currently underway to 
explore intersections and themes generated between Phase 1 and 2.  

Building on the body of adult learning research, the study offers new perspectives on 
what older professional staff and management understand about learning and 
professional development of older workers; the implications and what it is to be 
engaged in learning in higher education as an older adult worker; captures what 
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forms of professional development are valuable and why; explores any similarities 
and differences seen between older workers and management; and sheds light on 
types of learning and professional development deemed valuable. 
It will propose new approaches to support adult professional learning in workplaces 
in the HE sector and beyond for older workers. From this, new perspectives may 
emerge through the process to understand how these forms of learning and 
professional development are informed. The significance for adult education is that it 
is not possible to see professional learning as merely tied to the workplace, focused 
on results, as older workers extending their working lives are seeking value in 
learning both for and beyond work, bringing in the possibility for further research into 
continuous adult lifelong learning and workplace learning in extended working lives.  
Characteristics of this grouping are not homogenous and the study will uncover new 
insights into vocabulary, practices and approaches for professional development and 
recommend strategic responses. 

The aim is to develop a theoretical framework around older workers and workplace 
learning for best practice for professional development and workplace learning for 
ageing workforces. The final thesis will recommend strategic responses for HE 
management at micro-organisation and macro-organisational level, for affecting 
wider social policy change. However, the recommendations will be applicable to 
many other sectors.  
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Non-participants with and without learning 
intentions: how do they differ? 

Ellen Boeren, University of Edinburgh, UK 

Introduction 
This paper explores the lifelong learning participation intentions of a group of 
Scottish adults, based on data gathered through the Scottish Survey of Adult 
Literacies 2009. Understanding why adults do or do not participate in lifelong 
learning activities is important to fulfil the European target of having 15 percent of the 
adult population (age 25 – 64) taking part in at least one learning activity, measured 
on a four weeks’ basis (European Commission, 2010). Participation in adult learning 
is perceived as important because of its potential to increase economic 
competiveness and innovation, but also to strive towards higher levels of social 
cohesion. It is generally agreed that current lifelong learning policies have a strong 
focus on vocationally oriented goals (Holford and Mohorcic-Spolar, 2012). 
 
This paper starts from the theory of Planned and Intended Behaviour, developed by 
Fishbein and Ajzen (1980) to understand the underlying decision-making process 
adults go through before they finally enrol in an adult education course (Baert et al., 
2006).  The contextual setting of the empirical part of this study is Scotland, the 
Northern country of the United Kingdom, known for its democratic and meritocratic 
system (Devine, 1999; Scottish Executive, 2003). It can be argued, however, that 
Scotland is not entirely this egalitarian society because of its persistent socio-
economic inequalities and recent policy developments have prioritised vocational 
goals as well as the individual responsibility of the adult learner, similar to European 
policy (Scott and Mooney, 2005; HM Treasure, 2006; Scottish Government, 2007; 
Weedon and Riddell, 2013). It is thus unlikely that the gap between the rich and the 
poor, the highly skilled and the unskilled is going to significantly decrease as a result 
of recent policies. Therefore, it is important to understand how participation is 
realised. The aim of this paper is therefore twofold: (1) to increase the scientific 
understanding of the concept of adult lifelong learning participation and (2) to 
disseminate insights on adult lifelong learning participation to policymakers and 
practitioners.  
 
The theory of participation 
Understanding participation is more difficult as it seems, as participation is an 
outcome variable that results from a complex underlying decision-making process 
(Baert et al., 2006; Kyndt and Baert, 2013). Fishbein and Ajzen (1980) argued that 
adults who develop a positive attitude towards ‘specific behaviour’ – e.g. participation 
in an adult education course – are more likely to develop an intention to carry out this 
behaviour. Baert et al. (2006) developed Fishbein and Ajzen’s work further in the 
field of adult education, saying that participation starts from identifying a specific 
‘need’ that gets translated into a specific ‘educational need’. Only after this 
educational need has been recognised, a ‘learning intention’ can be formulated. 
Once the intention has been formulated, the adult will identify an ‘educational 
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demand’ for which s/he will try to detect a matching offer. A successful match 
between demand and offer will result in participation (Maurer et al., 2003; Hurtz and 
Williams, 2009).  
 
In fact, the decision-making process to participate interacts with a wide range of 
factors (Boeren et al., 2010), both at the level of the individual, the level of the 
educational providers and the level of country specific policies, reflecting a ‘bounded 
agency’ approach (Rubenson and Desjardins, 2009). Boeren at al. (2010) 
distinguished clusters of individual characteristics in their Comprehensive Lifelong 
Learning Participation Model which they labelled as ‘socio-economic’ factors, ‘socio-
demographic’ factors, ‘socio-cultural’ factors, ‘psychological’ factors and factors 
related to ‘relevant others’. The socio-economic factors refer to standard variables 
like employment status, educational attainment and income while socio-demographic 
factors refer to age, gender, ethnicity and place of living. Socio-cultural factors relate 
to the role of social and cultural capital and the role of people’s networks in gaining 
access to educational activities (Bourdieu, 1984; Field, 2005). Psychological factors 
include the formulation of the learning intention (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1980), but also 
the attitudes, confidence and motivation of the adult, including its level of self-
efficacy (Bandura, 1977). As adults are embedded in their environment, it has been 
important to include factors related to relevant others, such as the support received 
by family, the employer or peers. 
 
One difficulty in relation to the theory of participation and intentions is that not all 
adults who develop learning intentions will automatically enrol in adult learning 
activities (Heckhausen, 1991). In relation to Fishbein and Ajzen’s work, this 
phenomenon is called the ‘intention-behaviour gap’ (Sheeran and Sniehotta, 2007; 
Allan, 2008). Barriers are known to constrain intentions, and in the field of adult 
education, the Chain of Response Model is still widely used to identify these barriers 
(Cross, 1981): (1) situational, (2) institutional and (3) dispositional barriers. 
Situational barriers include specific life circumstances preventing participation, e.g. 
pregnancy or illness, institutional barriers are caused by educational institutions 
access policies, e.g. asking very high fees, and dispositional barriers relate to the 
lack of confidence or lack of belief in one’s own abilities, resulting in failure to take 
part. 
 
Given the importance of reducing barriers, this paper will explore both ‘intentions’ 
and ‘barriers’. Results will be explained after the next section explaining the 
methodological aspects of the study. 
 
Methods 
This study has been carried out using data from the 2009 Scottish Survey of Adult 
Literacies, which is designed based on the well-known International Adult Literacy 
Survey (IALS), an OECD survey carried out during the mid-1990s (OECD, 2000). 
The Scottish Survey of Adult Literacies was coordinated by the Universities of 
Edinburgh and Glasgow, funded by the Scottish Government and data collection 
took place between February and July 2009, with data available from April 2011 
onwards. 
 
Collecting data on literacy and numeracy was the main aim of the survey, but a wide 
range of background variables, including socio-economic and socio-demographic 
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factors were collected as well. The survey also contains data on participation in and 
intentions to participate in adult learning activities.  
 
Respondents in the survey were randomly sampled and data are available for 1,927 
adolescents and adults between the age of 16 and 65. A specific weighting variables 
has been included in the dataset in order to create a representative sample, 
increasing the opportunities for making claims and generalising the results. Data 
were collected through face-to-face interviews and self-completion. 
 
Within this specific research study, I draw on quantitative statistical techniques to 
analyse my outcome variables on ‘participation’ and ‘intention’ (Field, 2009). These 
specific variables refer to participation and intentions during the 12 months period 
preceding the interview. The fixed design of a statistical study requires me to work 
with the available data, because of the lack of flexibility to collect new data myself 
(Smith, 2008; Robson, 2011). Data included in statistical models reflect the clusters 
of factors as identified in the Comprehensive Lifelong Learning Participation Model 
as constructed by Boeren et al. (2010): sex, age, highest qualification, Scottish Index 
of Multiple Deprivation (SMID is an area based measure referring to current income, 
employment, health, education, skills and training, housing, geographic access and 
crime), having a job or not, gross annual income, reading books, participation in 
community activities and marital status. 
 
Results 
It is the aim of this paper to explore participation and intentions, but before showing 
the multivariate analyses, it is important to have a clear overview of the respondents 
in the dataset (see Table 1). 

TABLE 1: respondents’ characteristics (weighted) 

VARIABLES N % 

Sex  

Female 

Male  

 

979 

944 

 

50.9 

49.1 

Age  

Age 16-35 

Age 36-55 

Age 56-65 

 

788 

824 

310 

 

41.0 

42.8 

16.1 

Qualification  

No qualification 

Maximum Standard Grade or equivalent 

Highers or equivalent 

Higher education 

 

515 

511 

183 

649 

 

26.8 

26.6 

9.5 

33.7 

SIMD  

SIMD-20 

SMID-40 

SMID-60 

SMID-80 

SMID-100 

 

358 

377 

385 

395 

376 

 

18.6 

19.6 

20.0 

20.5 

19.6 

Job  

No job 

 

696 

 

36.2 
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Job 1226 63.7 

Gross income  

up to £15,000 

£15,001 - £20,000 

£20,000 and more 

 

666 

227 

344 

 

34.6 

11.8 

17.9 

Reading books  

Weekly 

Monthly or less often 

Never 

 

873 

614 

419 

 

45.4 

31.9 

21.8 

Community participation  

Weekly 

Monthly or less often 

Never 

 

172 

417 

1311 

 

8.9 

21.7 

68.2 

Marital status 

Single 

Married 

Other: divorced/widowed 

 

649 

955 

301 

 

33.7 

49.7 

15.7 

 
As the data in Table 1 are weighted, it should represent the Scottish adult population 
age 16-65, although missing values have not been included, e.g. not every 
respondent was willing to answer the question on annual income.  
 
Table 2 represents the outcome variables ‘participation’ and ‘intention’ and shows 
that 70 percent of all respondents did not participate in any adult learning activity in 
the 12 months preceding the interview and did also not intend to participate. Among 
the larger group of non-participants, 7.6 percent intended to, but did not participate. 
The remaining 22.2 percent did participate in at least one educational activity. 
 
TABLE 2: respondents’ participation 

 N % 

Participation 427 22.2 

No participation – but intention 146 7.6 

No participation – no intention 1347 70.0 

 

Trying to understand the differences between participants and non-participants is 
undertaken in two different steps. First of all, a logistic regression between 
participants and non-participants (merging those with and without an intention) has 
been undertaken. Table 3 contains one set of variables with highly significant 
coefficients: highest qualification obtained in the past. Those who are educated to 
degree level or those who obtained Highers in the past, are much more likely to 
continue learning as an adult compared to those without any formal qualifications, a 
well-known and widely accepted explanation of participation.  
 
TABLE 3: logistic regression participation versus non-participation 

VARIABLES Exp(B) S.E. Sig. 

Sex (ref = female) .800 .173 .199 

Age (ref = 16-35) 

Age 36-55 

 

.695 

 

.200 

 

.068 
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Age 56-65 .529 .298 .033 * 

Qualification (ref = no qualification) 

Maximum Standard Grade or equivalent 

Highers or equivalent 

Higher education 

 

1.800 

3.526 

4.636 

 

.276 

.316 

.288 

 

.033 * 

.000 *** 

.000 *** 

SMID (ref = SIMD-20) 

SMID-40 

SMID-60 

SMID-80 

SMID-100 

 

.812 

1.688 

1.637 

1.469 

 

.287 

.261 

.256 

.254 

 

.468 

.045 * 

.055 

.131 

Job (ref = no job) 1.412 .208 .097 

Literacy 1.098 .093 .318 

Gross income (ref = up to £15,000) 

£15,001 - £20,000 

£20,000 and more 

 

.618 

.971 

 

.239 

.224 

 

.044 * 

.897 

Reading books (ref = never) 

Monthly or less often 

Weekly 

 

1.648 

0.974 

 

.252 

.260 

 

.048 * 

.918 

Community participation (ref = never) 

Monthly or less often 

Weekly 

 

1.211 

1.215 

 

.280 

.187 

 

.495 

.298 

Marital status (ref = single) 

Married 

Other: divorced/widowed 

 

.764 

.771 

 

.194 

.288 

 

.166 

.367 

-2 LL 

Chi-square (df) 

Nagelkerke R-square 

N 

1018.965 

157.509 (20) 

.201 

1130 

 
The real interest now lies in the understanding of the differences between the adults 
who did not participate in adult learning activities but who intended to, and those who 
did participate. If policy makers aim to increase the participation rate, it is needed to 
understand the specific characteristics and barriers of the non-participants with 
intentions, as they are likely to have started their decision-making process to 
become a participant in the future. Table 4 analyses these characteristics. 
 
TABLE 4: logistic regression non-participants with intention versus participants 

VARIABLES Exp(B) S.E. Sig. 

Sex (ref = female) .842 .224 .442 

Age (ref = 16-35) 
Age 36-55 
Age 56-65 

 
.774 
.851 

 
.274 
.448 

 
.350 
.718 

Qualification (ref = no qualification) 
Maximum Standard Grade or equivalent 
Highers or equivalent 
Higher education 

 
.864 
2.096 
1.033 

 
.386 
.516 
.381 

 
.705 
.152 
.933 

SMID (ref = SIMD-20) 
SMID-40 

 
2.079 

 
.370 

 
.048 * 
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SMID-60 
SMID-80 
SMID-100 

1.723 
2.491 
3.336 

.321 

.343 

.373 

.090 

.008 ** 

.001 *** 

Job (ref = no job) 1.698 .250 .034 * 

Literacy 1.290 .117 .030 * 

Reading books (ref = never) 
Monthly or less often 
Weekly 

 
1.809 
.904 

 
.337 
.339 

 
.079 
.766 

Community participation (ref = never) 
Monthly or less often 
Weekly 

 
.970 
1.075 

 
.381 
.257 

 
.935 
.779 

Marital status (ref = single) 
Married 
Other: divorced/widowed 

 
.792 
.466 

 
.281 
.393 

 
.406 
.052 

-2 LL 
Chi-square (df) 
Nagelkerke R-square 
N 

538.262 
66.772 (18) 
173 
486 

 
The results of the analysis in Table 4 look very different to the analysis presented in 
Table 3. While the results in Table 3 confirmed previous knowledge on the impact of 
age and qualifications on the chances of adult lifelong learning participation, Table 
4’s strongest predictors of being a participant relate to the area in which the adults 
live, expressed through the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation. Adults living in the 
least deprived (SMID-80 and SMID-100) are much more likely to participate in adult 
education activities and to fulfil their learning intentions. 
 
Following this result, Tables 5 and 6 were constructed in order to understand the 
barriers experienced by these non-participants with intentions. Table 5 represents 
constraints in relation to job-related education and training. Among the 146 
respondents in this category, 93 of them indicated at least one barrier. Table 6 
represents constraints in relation to hobby and recreational-related education. 
Among the 146 respondents, 85 indicated at least one barrier. 
 
TABLE 5: constrains of those intending to participate in job related education and 

training N = 93 

 

Course not offered 42 

Too expensive/no money 32 

Too busy at work 29 

Too busy lack of time 24 

Lack of employer support 15 

Family responsibilities 13 

Health reasons 11 

Lack of qualifications 10 

Course offered at inconvenient time 7 

Language reasons 0 

 



57 
 

TABLE 6 constrains of those intending to participate in hobby and recreational 

related education and training N=85 (all missing n=61 see above) 

 

Too expensive/no money 35 

Too busy lack of time 31 

Too busy at work 24 

Course not offered 23 

Family responsibilities 18 

Health reasons 7 

Lack of qualifications 5 

Course offered at inconvenient time 5 

Lack of employer support 2 

Language reasons 1 

 
Exploring the two tables, it is clear that Cross’ (1981) notion of situational barriers, 
often referring to lack of time and lack of money is clearly present among the 
respondents. However, especially in relation to job-related training and indication, a 
lack of courses constrains adult to take part. This result can be interpreted referring 
back to Baert et al. (2006) who claimed that learning intentions will only be translated 
into participation in the event of a successful match between demand and supply. 
 
Conclusions 
The analyses undertaken as part of this study show some interesting results, which 
ideally would be further explored in the future, combining quantitative and qualitative 
methodologies, trying to reach in-depth insight in the specific barriers experienced by 
these adults who want, but do not succeed to participate in adult learning activities. 
In times where policy makers put strong emphasis on the vocational character of 
learning, and on the importance of taking one’s own responsibility in keeping 
knowledge and skills up-to-date in order to survive in the competitive knowledge-
based economy, it became clear that certain adults do not participate because the 
course offer is simply not available. Going back to the notion of ‘bounded agency’, it 
is thus important that policy-makers recognise that participation is not simply the 
result of a positive attitude towards learning, but that the ‘institutional architecture’ to 
provide adults with learning opportunities will have to be developed as well. We have 
to be realistic that it will always be difficult to engage a group of adolescents and 
adults who really do not want to engage with learning, but it would already be a good 
starting point to support those who want, but do not succeed in translating their 
intentions into their planned behaviour. 
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Exploring adult learning spaces for refugee and 
immigrant learners in Canada through photography 

Susan M. Brigham, Mount Saint Vincent University, Canada 

Introduction 
This paper focuses on a group of adult refugee and immigrant learners in Halifax, 
Nova Scotia (NS) who participated in a qualitative research study that utilised 
participatory photography. This research method allowed the participants to 
document their lives and deeply reflect on their individual and collective learning and 
migration experiences. The findings indicate that various social learning spaces, 
such as community gardens and the natural environment have rich pedagogical 
potential and contribute to the development of social capital, which can aid in the 
settlement process by connecting people through common interests, (re)affirming 
identity, validating experience, and maintaining links to a larger social system.  

The context of the study  
Globally, refugees and refugee claimants face a decreasing humanitarian response 
and a more highly securitised political climate, despite rising numbers since 2002 
(United Nations High Commission for Refugees, 2013). Since the end of the Cold 
War and particularly after 9/11, refugees have often been depicted as security 
threats (Rottman, Fariss and Poe, 2009). While Canada had been recognised as a 
country that provides sanctuary to migrants and refugee claimants in the past, 
particularly in the 1970s and 80s, a significant shift has occurred since the early 
2000s. Guided by a neo-liberal ideology, Canada consistently rolls out a welcome 
mat for a specific kind of immigrant - those with economic potential, while nearly 
shutting the door to refugee claimants who are assumed to be without such potential.  

This study is located in Nova Scotia in the Atlantic Canada region, which is 
experiencing high unemployment, and a decreasing population due to outmigration, 
an aging population, and low birth rates. A recent report Now or Never: An urgent 
call to action for Nova Scotians (One NS 2014, vi) declares, “Nova Scotia now 
hovers on the brink of an extended period of decline. Our economy is barely able to 
support our current standard of living and public services”. Like other provinces in 
this region, NS is looking to immigrants as a way to address social stagnation and 
help stimulate economic growth as workers, entrepreneurs, and consumers 
(Province of Nova Scotia, 2005; One NS, 2014) but for various complex reasons, this 
has not yet resulted in a significant increase in numbers or retention of immigrants or 
even a slight shift in economic prosperity. One issue that cannot be ignored is the 
less than welcoming public attitude toward immigrants and the concern expressed by 
a segment of the population that immigrants take jobs away from Nova Scotians 
(One NS, 2014). 

Research methods  
SB: Do you want to say anything more about the picture?  
Jaiyu: What can I say about the picture? 
Hairong: We don’t know how. (Laughs) 
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Sylvia: That’s why you take pictures, because you don’t have to say anything! 
(Laughs)  

 
I involved 10 research participants over a period of 16 months in a participatory 
research study. Participatory research, especially image based inquiry, such as 
participatory photography (PP), is becoming an increasingly popular method for 
researchers and educators working with marginalised groups (Prins, 2010), including 
refugees. PP focuses on enhancing participants’ self-awareness and collective 
knowledge through photography, dialogue, and reflection. It has the potential to 
expand the depth and breadth of research participants’ voices and revitalize 
‘subjugated knowledges’ (Foucault, 1980 cited in Prins, 2010, 5). It also enables the 
exploration of individual perspectives, ideas and community issues, without relying 
solely on words, which makes it a valuable method for participants and researchers 
who do not all speak the same languages. Moreover, I turned to PP because it holds 
great potential for developing awareness, reflection, empowerment, direction, 
motive, and choice; it is also conducive to the development of agency. 
  
The knowledge-generating capacity of PP through reflection, discussion, and 
storytelling offers opportunities for valuable political expression. This exchange on 
the first day of the group session demonstrates that capacity.  

Traff: I chose this picture [of an owl peeking out of a hole in a tree] because it 
looks like me. …I am very shy... so that is why I’m hiding in every time and 
everywhere. … 

Kul: We can describe fear. He looks scared and is hiding from something. Maybe 
from the fox or escaping from something, looking for strangers, looking for 
enemies. I think from enemies. This somehow is related to us when we left the 
country and travel from Bhutan to Nepal. We were hiding as we travel through 
forest, cross many rivers and mountains and then we reach Nepal safe.  

SB: You were walking? How long did it take to get there? 

Kul: For me seven days. I walk day and night without food and shelter. It is very 
hard to … hide from Indian police because they are looking for us. Many times 
they caught me and told me to go [back] to Bhutan, but I paid money to them to 
escape. 

The refugee participants have endured trauma, exclusion, violence, oppression, fear, 
and uncertainty. Most have lived in refugee camps for up to 20 years. Making a life in 
Canada is also fraught with difficulties and challenges, such as discrimination, 
underemployment, family separation, having a low income, loneliness, exclusion, 
and health and well-being concerns, and, like many immigrants/refugees, their 
cultural capital is not recognised and has little exchange value in their new country 
(Brigham, 2008; Morrice, 2012). Refugees ‘are forced to learn new behaviors, 
understand new rules, and to adapt to new values and another type of social 
organization. Becoming a refugee is therefore a source of deep learning’ (Morrice, 
2012, 252). To understand the adult learning experiences and how social factors 
affect different outcomes in the research participants’ integration process in Halifax, I 
turn my attention to social capital. 
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Social Capital 
Social capital may be difficult to separate out as a prime determinant to newcomers’ 
integration in a new society, but the concept is an important factor worthy of 
exploring in this study. Social capital is generally understood as “features of social 
organizations such as networks, norms and social trust that facilitate coordination 
and cooperation for mutual benefit” (Putnam, 1993, 67). The concept’s usefulness 
lies in the recognition that there are different forms of capital, not only economic, 
which are infused with value and bestow power to those who possess them. In this 
sense, ‘the aggregate of the actual or potential resources’ offered through social 
relations, including networks of mutual acquaintance, trust, belonging, and 
camaraderie become ‘capital’ which can be converted to economic gain (Bourdieu, 
1986, 248) and/or be mobilised to enhance capacities to empower communities. 
Social capital shines a light on class inequities to help us understand how unequal 
access to resources and forms of capital has become normalised. An analysis of 
social capital takes into account how, in a divided society, social capital can 
reproduce the advantages of society’s powerful groups and conversely the inequities 
experienced by less powerful groups (Crowther, Tett, and Edwards, 2008). 
Moreover, with regard to refugees, social capital must be understood in terms of 
several intersecting elements that affect the way they experience integration. These 
include ‘the category of migration (for instance, chosen, forced, with or without 
family), the availability of social resources, and the opportunity to use social 
resources depending on length of stay in the new society’ (Vissandjee et al., 2011, 
234). Additionally, gender, age, ethnic background, and pre-migration experience are 
intersecting determinants (Vissandjee et al., 2011). Keeping such diversity in mind 
contests the idea that social capital is the one size fits all panaceas for the 
successful integration for all refugees and migrants. 
 
Crowther, Tett, and Edwards (2008, 1) offer four main categories of characteristics of 
social capital:  
 

a) developing social contacts through growing friendships and associations; 
taking action to solve problems; attachments to a range of social networks, 
developing trusting relationships  
b) civic participation through involvement in community/pressure/political 
groups; membership of networks; voting:  
c) relationships with those with power through the ability to respond to 
authorities; changes in terms of influencing authorities; expressing opinions 
and broadening expectations; and  
d) bridging social capital through social interactions with people from different 
backgrounds; sharing information and skills; and changes in beliefs about 
one’s own life and that of others. 
 

These are useful as they reinforce the ‘actioning’ of social capital. Importantly, social 
capital is something that people need to deliberately develop and ‘invest’ in.  
In this paper I examine social capital within two learning spaces that the research 
participants highlight in their photographs. 

Community gardens 
For the five participants who are all of the same country of origin, a common image 
in the photographs and topic of discussion was of community gardens. These 
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gardens were mainly established by, and for, new immigrants in the community with 
the financial assistance of an immigrant settlement agency. The main garden 
referred to by the participants is in the local outer-city residential area of Fairview, 
within the Halifax Regional Municipality. One participant, Kul, explains his role in 
getting the gardens established in his neighbourhood: 
 

Bhutanese immigrants are farmers. When we came here mostly our seniors are 
worried [and] they feel lonely. They have no language. There is big barriers. No 
one to carry them around. And we are attending the school so they feel lonely. I 
talked to [the settlement agency] personally and my friends talk about how to 
involve seniors and to relieve them from their stress. Then [the settlement agency] 
started doing some different things for seniors like to take them outside the city to 
country side to show them farms and later we talk about gardening and why not 
involve our people in a collaborative way. [The settlement agency] got some 
funding and we started gardening. 

 
For the participants the garden offers an important space for community building 
through social interactions with other local residents of all ages, as well as sharing of 
labour, knowledge, and skills. For example in one of his photos, Madhu is standing in 
front of a community garden, hands on hips, one foot forward, smiling. He explains: 
 

I feel so happy and proud to have a garden. We are gardening together and 
sharing together. Our background is like farmers. This picture shows hard working 
people, [who] like to work in the garden. It is a big message [and] a good example 
for other communities. It helps people to do this activity as [a] community and use 
the things available in nature. All people are interested, children and old people. It 
shows unity and diversity. 

 
Similarly, Kul has several photographs of a community garden. He selects one and 
explains: 
 

[The garden] gives us some kind of exercise, reduces stress. We are working 
together, my parents too. We help each other.  This is one of the best things to 
build community. People really neglect farming here ... In this garden, we come 
together once or twice a week and share our sorrows and happiness. We worked 
together to make this garden. …Some [people] are from these [different areas of 
Halifax] to make garden like these. Not only we, there are many of the Canadian’s 
families. That brings us happiness, see? 

 
He adds that in the first year of the garden, it was mainly for immigrants, although 
many people in the area came to help, and unfortunately a few people vandalised 
the garden. So in the second year, Kul states that the community made the garden 
‘multicultural’, open for anyone in the community including local Canadian-born 
community members, which he attributes to the cessation of vandalism in the garden 
and a more inclusive welcoming environment. ‘This year there was no vandalism. 
…They feel they have some satisfaction together with the garden’.  
 
Ran, who had had lots of flowers in her garden in Bhutan, talks about a photo she 
took of a back garden with flowers blooming and a cat hiding in the bushes. 
Highlighting her hope for the future and connection to the past, she says:  
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In Canada, at home in my apartment we don’t grow things at home. Just we have 
a basil plant, some flowers. […] This is [someone’s] back yard. Flower garden. 
This is my dream garden. One day I would like to have this. …I would like to have 
this in my own home. 

The community gardens have helped to enlarge the life-world of the five participants 
and their families. The gardens provide opportunities for social interactions and 
knowledge sharing between the refugee community and local Canadians that 
transcend a common language. For example, Kul says:  

In my home in Bhutan I had my own garden, lots of flowers, also banana, big 
orchards, mango, pineapple, guava, orange, cardamom, rice, wheat, barley, millet, 
all those things, more and more. We had 10 acres of land for growing patty, rice 
patty, corn, wheat and all other kinds of vegetables. […] in Nepal too when we 
were in the refugee camp, we bought a plot of land.  
 

Kul adds that his knowledge of gardening was passed down from his parents and he 
intends to pass this to his sons. Such agricultural expertise is drawn on within the 
community gardening circles in more than one neighbourhood and within the 
research group as one participant who has no gardening experience sought 
expertise with tree pruning from those in the research group who have gardening 
knowledge. Through gardening they reinforce sentiments and emotions, building 
intimacy, and trust. 
 
Relationships with(in) nature 
Another theme that overlaps with the community gardens is the natural environment. 
For the participants, a respectful relationship with the natural environment and 
relationships developed and sustained with nature and between people within nature 
were essential for supporting a sense of resilience throughout their life journeys, 
including their transition to Atlantic Canada. The important role of nature was raised 
several times in the group as an important contributor to a sense of peacefulness, a 
way of arresting stress, a form of healing, a place to play and learn with others, a 
connection to the past, and hope for the future.  
 
For example, several individuals in the group when discussing their photographs at 
different times during the research sessions highlight the nature’s ability to nurture 
‘peace of mind’. 
  

Dewas: This is on Spring Garden [Road]. It’s nice outside. People go outside with 
their kids. It’s really nice. We go and get peace of mind, walk around, take a look 
around, and somehow you feel happy, like relaxed.  
 
SB: I … love this picture because has a lot of green in it, and for me, the colour 
green helps me to feel peaceful. If I see the green grass or the green trees or go 
for a walk in natural green spaces like a forest I feel like I can relax. I can feel 
grounded. 

 

Showing a photo of the ocean seen through a few trees, Kul says: 

I like this picture because it makes me feel relaxed and happy. We should protect 
our environment and plant more trees and don’t litter on the ground. Having a 
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clean ocean and a beautiful nature will lead us to a good health and a better living 
environment.    

 
Early in the research sessions, Jaiyu selected a close-up photo he took of a nest 
containing two eggs and explains: 

This photo was taken on my balcony. I noticed the nest and eggs and began to 
care for the pigeon and her babies. I fed the pigeon corn every day and built a 
shelter around the nest to protect the eggs from the wind and to keep the eggs 
warm.  At first the mother bird didn’t know where her babies were and she was 
walking around upset. The photo represents new life. It was taken during a time 
when I was by myself and lonely. The bird and her babies were like family. I 
watched the pigeons grow and as adults they continued to return to my balcony. 

 
Building relationships with nature and within nature was presented as a positive 
factor in building and maintaining networks, trust, belonging, and camaraderie. In an 
activity using photos to create a story, Madhu points to a group of photos he took 
and arranged. The first photo depicts a young woman standing beside a horse, 
followed by a series of photos that show three of his friends doing exercises and 
taking photographs in a park. He explains: 
 

This is do not hurt animals … and then how to make friendship with the animals 
and then this is … fun for them, because winter is so extend for us, we can’t go out 
to some part [and] we can’t see that much of green in winter… [but] summer is so 
fun.… That is the acting [laughter from the group] all the different actions. Boys are 
everywhere in the summer… [This guy is] busy for taking photos. And then this 
guy is doing some [outdoor] activities…  

Recognising the value of the environment including community gardens, some of the 
participants plan to extend opportunities for learning and community building with the 
assistance of the state and other non-government organizations. The participants 
publicly displayed their photographs in several venues, which attracted the attention 
of the public, media, educators, and politicians. Taking opportunity to share his 
visions with Members of the NS Legislature and a Member of Parliament, Kul, along 
with others, has advocated for more resources to support an expansion of 
community gardens. This has inspired him to take up a political role in Canada. 

Slowly when the news spreads and people start thinking about this [gardening]. … 
I want to learn geography, history, and this is my target. I will try for Mayor. I will try 
for MP Member of Parliament. I want to involve all the people in different 
programs, health, education, infrastructure. I want your vote. I start campaigning. 
Here is where it all started. [Clapping from others]. 

Summary 
Recognising that immigration is not an easy process often fraught with complex 
challenges, including a less than welcoming attitude by some Nova Scotians, I 
narrowed in on two themes that were prevalent in the photographs and transcripts: 
community gardens and the natural environment. These two learning sites nurture 
relationships between humans within nature and between nature and humans. They 
have rich pedagogical and transformative potential. Looking again at Crowther, Tett, 
and Edwards’s (2008, 1) four main categories of characteristics of social capital 
mentioned above, I assert that such social learning spaces have potential for 
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contributing to the development of social capital, although time will tell if this potential 
will be further developed and sustained, particularly in relation to civic participation 
and building relationships with those with power. I also posit that these social 
learning sites and the relationships that develop in them have allowed participants to 
share and foster knowledge across cultural differences, (re)affirm identity, validate 
experience and skills, (co)construct hopes and dreams, and find a sense of peace 
and belonging individually and collectively. This study supports Shan and Walter’s 
(2015, 23) assertion that adult learning through the natural environment, specifically 
in community gardens is ‘holistic, taking into account the five human senses, the 
mind, body, and heart: gardener’s touch, feel, taste, smell, listen, see, and learn[ing] 
bodily and emotionally’. Finally, this study suggests immigrants and adult educators 
who work with immigrants need to be open to recognising and nurturing creative 
outdoor spaces for learning in its broadest sense. 
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Drawing on experience: mature students and 
practical wisdom in art and design higher education 

Sam Broadhead, Leeds College of Art, UK 

Introduction 

The paper reports on the initial findings of a longitudinal study (2011-2015) about 
post-Access to HE students’ experiences as they undertake their degrees in art and 
design. These mature students are described as ‘non-traditional’ because they are 
from diverse backgrounds and have entered higher education with an Access to HE 
Diploma qualification rather than the usual ‘A’ level route, (Hudson, 2009;Burke, 
2002, 81).  Post-Access students may look visibly different due to age, race, gender, 
disability; may act differently due to social class, religious backgrounds or previous 
experiences. They are often in the minority within an art and design programme and 
at risk of being ‘othered’ by art and design pedagogic discourses and practices 
(Hatton, 2012; Atkinson, 2002). 

 
The analysis draws upon the narratives of these students at points where phronesis 
(prudence or practical wisdom) is recounted. Aristotle claimed that only a person of 
experience can practice practical wisdom, (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book VI, 
Chapter 8). Phronesis can be a useful way of thinking about how post-Access to HE 
students use their life experiences in order to navigate around the barriers they face 
during their art and design education. Some mature students take on the 
responsibility to act well for themselves and others in order to live a good life (that 
which fulfils their hopes and dreams to become artists or designers). 
   
This discussion considers Chad’s story where I have noticed a link to phronesis or 
on occasion, the absence of wise judgement. Chad is a post-Access student 
studying on a BA (Hons) Surface Pattern degree course. Surface pattern designers 
are concerned with designing for surfaces and embellishments which could include 
wallpapers, fabrics, flooring, and packaging. She is a mature student in her early 40s 
and is studying on a very competitive course (with a yearly intake of 60 students). 
Chad is the first post-Access student to get a place in five years. She previously has 
had a varied career in the Navy and as a flight assistant on a commercial airline. She 
began her degree with a small child to care for and lived with her husband who was 
in full-time employment. 
  
Three significant points in the narrative are considered: Chad’s first success; Chad’s 
unexpected news and Chad’s survival of level five. 
 
Practical wisdom 
Book six of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics offers a model of deliberation known as 
phronesis, practical wisdom or prudence where the person who practises this is 
known as the phronimos (Ricoeur, 1994, 174): 
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A sagacious man is supposed be characterised by his ability to reach sound 
conclusions in his deliberations about what is good for himself and advantage to 
him, and this not in one department of life – in what concerns his health, for 
example, or his physical strength – but what conduces to the good life as a whole. 
(Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book VI, Chapter 5, 176) 

 
The phronimos firstly recognises the singularity of a particular situation and is able to 
determine a best course of action. They understand what it means to act well, justly 
and with courage (Wall, 2005, 315). Phronesis is about being able make good 
decisions that allow people to act well for themselves and others in order to live good 
life together. It is an intellectual virtue where acting well is not through habit or 
conditioning, but through thought and deliberation. It sits with the other forms of 
intellect sophia (purely theoretical intelligence) and techne (technical expertise) 
(Skilleas, 2006, 267).  
 
Practical wisdom is closely interconnected with cardinal virtues such temperance, 
fortitude and justice. The phronimos is guided by these virtues in determining the 
correct course of action, (Nussbaum, 2001, 306). Thus the person of practical 
wisdom can identify a situation in which courage is needed or perhaps another one 
in which moderation is required.  
 
Nussbaum describes how there should not be a fixed way of understanding a 
situation; the generalities of character and principles should be modified in light of a 
particular context or situation: 
 

Nor does particular judgment have the kind of rootedness and focus required for 
goodness of character without a core of commitment to a general conception – 
albeit one that is continually evolving, ready for surprise, and not rigid (Nussbaum, 
2001, 306). 

 
Being able to judge and act well is seen as intrinsic to being a human living a good 
life. How someone lives a ‘good life’ is in some ways dependant on context and the 
particularities of the situations thrown up by life. For Ricoeur (1994, 177) the word 
‘life’ designates the person as a whole rather than a series of practices. He says that 
to live a life well is the standard of excellence which Ricoeur calls the life plan. The 
‘good life’ is a nebulous of ideals and dreams of achievements in regard to a life to 
be fulfilled or unfulfilled (Ricoeur, 1994, 179). The good life is where all actions (even 
though they may have ends in themselves) are directed by these ideals and dreams. 
It seems that this is very pertinent to those mature students who choose to make 
difficult decisions in order to pursue the good life, by achieving a degree to become 
an artist or designer.  
 
Chad’s Story 
 
Chad’s First success 
Chad and I met in a seminar room in order to discuss her first term on the course. 
The meeting was taken up with her relief that she was proving herself to be on the 
right degree but she still had anxieties about the future. She informed me that she 
had just received her marks for the first brief and was the only student to achieve 
over 70. 
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It was like a race to get onto this course. Now the pressures off now and it’s a lot 
less stressful, it’s really enjoyable and now I can relax and I don’t mean not work 
hard, I mean concentrate on the subject you enjoy. It’s almost like a hobby; what I 
do at home, if you know what I mean? That’s the way I see it now; I have been 
allowed to do my interests now without having to, I don’t know, litter the kitchen 
table. (Chad, November 2011) 
 

In comparison to her Access to HE course being very intense the first term of Chad’s 
degree seemed to be less pressured. She aimed to carry out her design work within 
college time. Here Chad makes a link between her success and her previous 
experience where she has developed an eye for perceiving the problems of 
managing her learning alongside her home life (Koethagen et al., 2001, 27). The 
motivation of desire is mentioned here; the love of the subject. Doing her art work in 
a formal educational setting means it doesn’t impinge on her home life. Aiming to 
have clear boundaries between professional and home activities seems to be a 
means of relieving stress. Emotions that are in balance with rational thought enable 
Chad to act well for herself and her family (Nussbaum, 2001, 308). Chad at this point 
tempers her desire to be a designer with the need for order at home. 
 

There are students on my course who are phenomenal on computers. I am 
absolutely atrocious on the computer; it’s not that I am unwilling to learn. It’s just 
something you need to be doing all the time to get the practice up. I am going to 
have to make time to have a go with it. I bought a package at home for my 
computer so I’m able to start practising with that. There are people who are 
stronger in different ways and their time will come. Digital Design - this won’t be 
my strength and I’m not bothered by that. I’m quite realistic about it. I’m just glad.  
The reason why I’m happy is that I have set the standard for myself because I 
have justified being on the course. I have managed to justify being on the course 
in this term and that’s what it’s about. (Chad, November 2011) 

 
Chad has perceived a possible problem in her design education, the first 
requirement of acting with prudence is to be able to ‘size up’ a situation and to 
recognise a need for appropriate action (Nussbaum, 2001, 300; Ricoeur, 1994). She 
has a fear of not being as skilled as other people in computer aided design and has 
recognised the need to practice her skills. She is trying to moderate this fear by 
acknowledging her strengths in other areas that confirm she belongs on the course. 
At the same time Chad has to justify that she is has made the right decision to 
pursuit her education. She decided to act and buy a programme so she can practise 
the skills that she sees as being necessary in digital design. At this stage in Chad’s 
narrative it appears that she is acting prudently. It could be questioned as to whether 
her fears are appropriate, are all other students as skilful as she imagines? What 
seems to be an indicator of practical wisdom is Chad’s ability to look at the bigger 
picture, to be more circumspect (Aquinas, Summa Theological, part 2, question 48) 
and she considered good marks an indicator of her other strengths as a means to 
temper her fear of not being good enough. Temperance is a significant virtue when 
acting prudently so that emotions do not become inappropriate and out of balance 
with rational thought (Nussbaum, 2001, 308). However, buying a package with which 
Chad can practise with at home was contrary to her initial aim of keeping her studies 
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and domestic life separate. Mature students need to make sacrifices and 
accommodations in order to study and manage a young family. 

 
Chad’s Unexpected News 
During the second meeting of the year, Chad and I met in the design studio in her 
work space where sketches inspired by the 1950s were on the wall. She looked very 
tried and was a little wider around her middle: 
 

I’m six months pregnant now, so at my age I’m feeling it, really feeling it but the 
whole year has been … I’ve really enjoyed it, absolutely enjoyed it, it’s been 
fantastic. (Chad, June 2012) 

 
Nussbaum (2001, 305) has said that the phronimos should be open to life’s surprises 
and be open and flexible in order to change a course of action to fit an unexpected 
situation. The question was now how would Chad deal with motherhood, pregnancy 
and a demanding course? Would she be motivated enough to remain at the college 
or would this be an extra burden that meant her dream to be a textile designer was 
untenable? She told me she intended to take a year out, but was already planning 
how to turn this into an opportunity to improve her own skills and abilities: 
 

S:   So do you intend to keep working on your design practice even though you’re 
not here for this next year? 
C:  I won’t be producing any work but I will be collecting visual imagery for future 
projects; getting some sketch ideas together to give myself more of a springboard 
for the second year. I’d like to have a collection of work for me to start the print-
making projects. That’s my first thing the second one is to learn Illustrator and 
Photoshop. 
S:  Have you got those packages? 
C:  Yes I’ve got those packages, I just haven’t had the time to … I’ll try and do as 
much as I can when the baby comes along.  It’s going to be difficult that’s why I’m 
taking a year off because they just take over. Babies take over; I said this on 
Access that you can’t do it. I have to take the time out it’s just not possible to work 
and juggle that at the same time. 
 

Chad deals with this new occurrence by employing her practical wisdom. She plans 
activities that will be achievable in the time constraints she has. One activity she 
enjoys is undertaking visual research which she recognises is important to later 
success on the course. She is able to deal with the surprise of pregnancy whilst still 
keeping her eye on her long term goal. Here her desires to be a textile designer and 
a mother are woven together in order to ultimately live a good life. During Chad’s 
deliberations she uses her past experiences of caring for a baby to limit her 
expectations of what she can achieve during the year away from college. She has 
gained an insight into her physical capabilities and knows it is prudent to take a year 
out. 
 

I’ll start the second year with completely new people and they’ll have established 
themselves as a group. So it’ll be more difficult for me to fit into that year but my 
classmates in this particular year will be in third year and be next door. It won’t be 
so bad, my friends will be around so…(Chad, June 2012) 
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Chad demonstrated foresight in how she imagines her return, showing a concern for 
possibly feeling isolated. Again she tried to moderate her fear by seeing that she 
could position herself next to her old friends in the studio. Being able to imagine a 
possible future as well as drawing upon past experiences is an important aspect of 
prudence (Erben, 1998, 10-11). Ricoeur (1994) would say that the ability to think 
narratively enables Chad to weave the imagined future with the experienced past 
into a narrative unity (Simms, 2003, 103).  Chad has been able to make friends 
during her first year and has recognised their importance in contributing to her 
educational success. However, she does not seem to have the confidence that as 
she has made friends with younger students this year she will be able to bond again 
with a new cohort of students in a year’s time. 
 
Surviving level Five 
After taking a year out Chad does return to complete her course having given birth to 
a baby boy. The final interview with Chad is at the end of her second year. She 
appeared to have lost a little of her sparkle. 
 

I am determined and enjoy designing but it is impossible to weave it into the rest 
of your life. I should be enjoying it but its deadline after deadline. I am not twenty 
years old – I would never take on five or six deadlines at once – you have to be 
discerning. It’s not as bad for the young ones. (Chad, May 2014) 
 

Chad makes the point that through her experience of life she knows what she can 
manage, but when on a course deadlines are set by people who do not understand 
about her other commitments. 
   

They are happy to keep me up at night. We get given deadline dates well in 
advance which is fine. But then they give us loads of other tasks. Like the 3000 
word essay I finished at 3.30am the night before. I am sure the neighbours think 
there is something strange going on at our house as the spare bedroom light is 
always on until the small hours. I creep to bed so I don’t wake my husband, he is 
tired and has to get up early. This is driving him mad. There is no point talking to 
the tutors because I will only cry and the work still has to be done, I don’t want an 
extension and I don’t want to lose marks. Nana’s in hospital – broken her hip – and 
I’m the only relative in the area so I visit her and watch the kids as well – What the 
hell! (Chad, May 2014) 

 
The last interview echoes issues to with choice and control.  
 

I am not giving up. This is my path - something is making me stay and not give up. 
At the moment it’s not easy; it’s hard on Access students. When you get older the 
difficulties are your choice, when you are younger they are imposed on you. Older 
people make choices but you can’t make a choice on this course you just have to 
do it. (Chad, May 2014) 

 
The last comment that Chad makes raises some pertinent questions. What is it that 
keeps her on course? Her own personal capacities for resilience; the personal 
investment she has made in terms of time and also lost time with her family; is it a 
strong desire to achieve and be a designer? The demands of the course are seen as 
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inflexible ‘you just have to do it’ and this seems to be taking away her adulthood; her 
ability to make choices. It is also interesting that she still defines herself as an 
Access person as if that identity is still with her, she still views herself as being 
different from the other younger students. 
Conclusion 
Looking at Chad’s story overall it seemed at first that she was adept at practical 
wisdom. Chad wanted to live a good life and part of that for her was to be a 
professional designer. She recognised the need to balance her education with her 
home life. She was able to identify the skills she needed and devise a plan of action 
to educate herself. Chad was able to recognise her fears about, firstly, being ‘bad at 
computers’ and secondly about not fitting in with a new cohort of students. But she 
was able to temper those fears by recognising her strengths or she was able to plan 
strategies for overcoming future problems. Chad had to consider others like her 
children, her husband and her Nana when she made decisions. She drew upon the 
experiences she had on Access to HE to help her settle in on her course. She also 
remembered her previous experiences of being pregnant in order to understand she 
needed to take a year out when she got pregnant again. 
  
However, as time went on it became apparent that the issue of feeling inadequate in 
the area of computer aided design was not being resolved. Chad refused to ask for 
help when she was struggling as if that would show weakness. She seemed 
determined to represent herself to the tutors as being able to cope as well as the 
other students. She imagined that the younger students had an easier time on the 
course. A constructed ‘generalised other’ (Holdsworth and Morgan, 2007) was used 
throughout Chad’s narrative as a representation of normalcy against which she could 
judge or evaluate her aptitudes. This imagined group of ‘normal’ students was often 
described as being younger as opposed to her maturity. She imagined that they 
were more computer literate, had more free time and were coping with the stress of 
the course more effectively. 
 
In the last meeting Chad talked about having to accept the difficulties that the course 
threw at her. She felt that her choices had been taken away so she was forced to 
comply with what was demanded of her. Does the institution disable Chad’s (and 
other students’) sense of agency and ability to be a person of practical wisdom? 
Within the field of higher education Chad’s account of her learning experiences 
substantiates the work of Williams (2013) who argues that some of the practices of 
higher education ‘infantise’ students. The culture of the course is not explicit in 
Chad’s account, but it seems to be very challenging; by ‘keeping students on their 
toes’. But is this appropriate for a mature student and mother? For Ricoeur (1994, 
180), phronesis aimed at the ethical intention of, ‘the good life with and for others in 
just institutions.’ The demands that are made of Chad and her family do not seem 
just especially at level five. She doesn’t mention her friends during the last meeting 
and this made me wonder how the supportive group ethos of the cohort could be 
maintained within an individualistic, competitive course culture? 
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Supporting trainers’ reflective practice through the 
use of Self-Reflective Shapes 

Simon Brownhill, University of Cambridge, UK 

Introduction 
Reflective practice is widely recognised as an essential tool for supporting the initial 
and continued development of professionals by helping to inform change and 
improve practice and competencies in the workplace (Dewey, 1933; Schön, 1983; 
Moon, 2004). The arguments for the use of reflective practice in education are well 
rehearsed in professional and academic arenas, both at a national and international 
level (Pedro, 2005). Finlay (2008, 1) acknowledges a level of ‘consensus… amid the 
profusion of definitions’ that attempt to clarify what reflective practice is; these are 
summarised in bullet point form below: 

 the process of learning through and from experience towards gaining new 
insights of self and/or practice; 

 the examining of assumptions of everyday practice; and 

 the involvement of the individual practitioner in being self-aware and critically 
evaluating their own responses to practice situations. 

The notion of ‘self’ in the bullet points above is of particular interest as an emphasis 
is clearly placed on the professional’s self-awareness and self-examination to help 
aid the reflective process. Indeed, when one explores the relevant literature there is 
an association with reflective practice and ‘self-reflection’ (Yip, 2006). It is to ‘self-
reflection’ that the Review of literature offered next turns its attention to.  

Review of literature 

Exploring self-reflection 
Švec (2005, 78) defines self-reflection as ‘thinking over one's own actions and acting 
in interaction with pupils, also with their parents and colleagues at school’. Emphasis 
is placed on ‘the [professional’s] inner dialogue with him/herself’ and the need for 
self-reflectors to be honest with themselves and with others. Yip (2006, 777) 
supports this by describing self-reflection as ‘a process of self-evaluation, self-
analysis, self-recall, self-observation and self-dialogue’. It is important to recognise 
self-reflection as a process and not as a product; as such there is no ‘end point’. As 
a tool that requires continuous self-involvement, self-awareness and self-
determination, self-reflection technically ‘stops’ when professionals cease being 
purposely self-reflective.  

Theoretically, self-reflection is viewed from a constructivist approach as helping to 
reinforce learning (Martin, 2000); with regard to metacognition self-reflection is seen 
as integral to a regulatory practice that contributes to metacognitive development. 
The benefits of self-reflection for professionals are thus seemingly plentiful: Denton 
(2011) suggests that self-reflection improves self-confidence, giving professionals a 
stronger sense of control and increases their passion for their work. Zimmerman et 
al. (2007, 1) add to this by arguing that it increases one’s professional value by 
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recognising what they have accomplished, helping them to make fewer mistakes, 
and showing that they are putting in the work to improve; it also develops their skills 
in problem-solving, analysis and critical thinking. But consideration needs to be given 
to how professionals can engage in self-reflection.  

‘Reviewing-for-one’ 
There are numerous ways in which professionals can engage in self-reflection. 
These are organised under one of four ‘approaches’: 

 Unstructured self-reflection: using log books, diaries, journals, notebooks, 
blogs, jotters and sticky labels. 

 Structured self-reflection: responding to a standard template of questions or 
headings (in the form of prompts, quotes or reflective statements) or a 
questionnaire. 

 Graphic self-reflection: creating diagrams, charts, graphs, maps, patterns, 
drawings, collages or taking photographs. 

 Sensory self-reflection: listening to a monologue, watching an online 
presentation, handling symbolic objects or reflecting on ‘smell triggers’ during 
a walk in the park.  

Many professionals use reflective models to help them structure their self-reflective 
thoughts, examples of which include Borton’s (1970) Framework of Guiding 
Reflective Activities, Smyth’s (1989) Framework for Reflection-on-Action and Bain et 
al.’s (2002) 5Rs of Reflection. Gibbs’ (1988) Reflective Cycle (see Figure 1) is one of 
the most well-known and easy to use in educational contexts: 

 

 

 

FIGURE 1: Gibbs’ (1988) Reflective Cycle 
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It was noted, when exploring these different reflective cycles, that many of them 
used different shapes to visually organise the model; examples include a circle (see 
above), a triangle (Greenaway, 2002) and a square (Young, 2004). Recognition of 
this served as the inspiration for the development of an innovative strategy to 
promote professional self-reflection as it was questioned whether busy professionals 
could use their own shape as a graphic model to help support their own self-
reflection endeavours. The section below offers a detailed explanation of the strategy 
and how it works.  

Self-Reflective Shapes: an explanation 
Professionals need to initially select and draw a shape – any shape, be it regular or 
irregular in construct and of any size (note that a larger shape is of benefit). 
Examples might include a star, a rainbow, a diamond, a cloud, an arrow or a 
lightning bolt (for the purpose of explanation a flower head has been selected). 
Professionals then need to segment the shape into separate ‘compartments’ with 
lines (any type e.g. straight or curvy) – the flower head works well because each 
petal helps to break the overall shape up. Holdefer (2014, 13) asserts that ‘[s]elf-
reflection in its simplest form is asking yourself thought-provoking questions so that 
you can develop a deeper level of understanding about yourself.’ These questions 
could be taken from known reflective cycles, published sources (be they paper-
based or online) or be self-devised. These are to be used by professionals to help 
them self-reflect on experiences, events, situations, conversations, observations, 
progress or practices of a professional (and personal if they so wish) nature. 
Examples of these questions include: 

 What actually happened? 

 When/where did this occur? 

 What aspects went well?  

 Why did it go well/not well? How do you know – where is your evidence? 

 Who surprised/upset you? 

 How did you react to them? 

 How do you feel now? 

 What would you do differently next time? Why? 
In response to selected questions (as many or as few as the professional wishes to 
focus on) professionals can then commit their self-reflective thoughts in each space 
provided by the compartments contained within their Self-Reflective Shape. These 
thoughts can be recorded in the form of letters, words, phrases, full sentences, 
‘speech’, drawings, sketches, doodles, symbols, numbers, colours or shapes – 
anything that has meaning to the self-reflector. Figure 2 is offered as an example of 
a Self-Reflective Shape with accompanying question prompts that was personally 
used after presenting the strategy to delegates at the Nazarbayev Intellectual 
Schools Annual Conference 2014 in Astana, Kazakhstan (Brownhill 2014a).  
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 Start positive: What went well (Red +)? 

 Why did it go well (Yellow ?) and Who responded well to it (Blue ?)? 

 What did not go well (Green -)? Why did it not go well (Purple ?) and What were 
the repercussions of this (Orange =)? 

 What things were out of my control (White X) and What could I have done 
differently (Lilac *)?  

 What must I remember next time (Grey !) and What I have I learned from this 
experience (Brown     )? 

FIGURE 2: A Self-Reflective Shape with a series of personal question prompts   

 
The research 
The research reported on in this paper set out to explore the active engagement of 
adult educators with the strategy and their perceptions of its value for professional 
use. The adult educators in question were trainers who were being trained by 
members of the Faculty of Education from the University of Cambridge as part of the 
Centre of Excellence programme, a large scale in-service programme for teachers in 
Kazakhstan. Those who seek detailed information about the programme are 
encouraged to read Wilson et al. (2013) and Turner et al. (2014).  

Kazakhstani trainers were introduced to the strategy at the start of ‘Face-to-Face 
Two’, a training period (2 weeks duration) which facilitated time and space for 
reflection and writing following a ‘School-Based Period’ (4 week duration) in which 
trainers actively ‘put into practice’ ideas they have been introduced to in ‘Face-to-
Face One’ (2 weeks duration) within a school context. As part of an introductory 
presentation the author presented the Self-Reflective Shapes strategy to trainers and 
encouraged them to actively create a Shape in an effort to initiate self-reflective 
thinking in relation to their recently completed ‘School-Based Period’.      

Research methodology 
The research embraced a mixed method approach (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010) 
in terms of collecting the primary data. Consenting trainers (n38) engaged in a short 
individual survey (5 minutes duration) as part of a collaborative discussion with their 
colleagues during which they talked about the Self-Reflective Shape they had 
created and orally shared their views about the strategy in facilitating self-reflection 
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and its use (potential) in their own training. The survey was conducted with the 
support of five colleagues who had been extensively briefed by the author prior to 
the data collection. An informal, unstructured, non-participant observation (40 
minutes duration) was also undertaken as trainers created and shared their Self-
Reflective Shape with others; this was undertaken by the author with handwritten 
notes being made throughout. The trainers as a cohort were made aware of the 
research being undertaken prior to the introduction of the strategy and their informed 
consent was individually sought in verbal form prior to the data being gathered. In an 
effort to conduct ethically sound research the names of participants were 
purposefully not gathered (Kennedy, 2008).  

Data generated from the survey was subsequently analysed using descriptive 
statistics (Holcomb, 1997) with patterns of behaviour being summarised from the 
observation field notes made. A presentation of the research results is offered in the 
next section.   
 
Research results 
The survey data indicated a variety of regular shapes – 9 different shapes in total – 
being used by trainers to record their self-reflective thoughts in; the most frequent of 
these included stars (n11), arrows (n7) and diamonds (n4). One trainer drew a large 
eye that apparently allowed them to ‘see’ their self-reflective thinking. Trainers used 
a range of approaches to record their thoughts in their Self-Reflective Shape; some 
adopted a single method e.g. words (n8), numbers (n5) or drawings (n2), whilst 
others combined several methods in the form of symbols, individual words and 
detailed statements.  

When asked, over 90% (n35) of trainers approved of the strategy, with 97% (n37) of 
them stating that they would either use it to support their own professional self-
reflection or would potentially use it. 97% (n37) of trainers suggested that they would 
either share the strategy with others i.e. teachers on the programme or would 
‘maybe’ share it with others. When asked if they had any comments to make a 
number of trainers verbally commented positively on ‘the visibility’ of the strategy in 
terms of being able to see their self-reflection whilst others favoured how the strategy 
helped them to ‘organise [their] thoughts’ via the spaces within the Shape and the 
question prompts that were offered to them in the form of a translated (Kazakh and 
Russian) A4 sheet filled with examples of reflective questions.  

Analysis of the observation notes clearly highlighted the trainers’ initial apprehension 
in engaging with the strategy, in part due to the amount of ‘relaxed freedom’ (choice) 
that was offered to them in relation to: 

a) the shape they could select,  
b) the method/s for recording their self-reflective thoughts, and  
c) the reflective questions that they could respond to.  

A noted ‘fascination’, however, was evident among trainers when they began to 
share their self-reflective thoughts with others; field notes drew attention to the 
intensity of some trainers in looking at others’ Shapes to see ‘how they had done 
theirs’; it was noted that a good number of trainers took digital images of others’ 
Shapes for their personal records.   
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Discussion  
Prior to the development of the strategy, informal conversations, general 
observations and small-scale research undertaken by the author (Brownhill, 2014b) 
had helped to identify particular difficulties that Kazakhstani trainers on the Centre of 
Excellence programme had with being self-reflective. The need for personal and 
open honesty proved to be problematic for many of them who were simply ‘fearful of 
not knowing the definitive answer’ when thinking about difficulties. Numerous issues 
including time, workload and understanding seemingly hindered trainers in 
developing their knowledge, skills, understanding and attitudes towards self-
reflection. In response to this the Self-Reflective Shapes strategy was formulated 
with a number of key ideas being used to underpin its value, use and application for 
adult educators and learners on the programme; these are detailed below:  

1. They reduce the ‘initial fear’ of the page. Self-Reflective Shapes help 
professionals to focus their attention on a designated area of the blank page 
through the use of a shape that is familiar and ‘safe’ to them. 

2. They serve as an effective visual aid to support thinking. Maynes and Julien-
Schultz (2011) argue that graphic organizers (as in the form of Self-Reflective 
Shapes) provide cognitive structures that support users’ abilities to relate 
ideas and offer higher levels of cognition. 

3. They can be used to facilitate different types of reflection. Self-Reflective 
Shapes can be used in-action (as a conversation is taking place, for 
example), on-action (after an event has occurred) (Schön, 1983) and for-
action (before a lesson/training session takes place).  

4. They directly respond to the selected thoughts of the professional. Self-
Reflective Shapes respond to different questions that professionals want to 
reflect on/answer. These should include ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions to promote 
critical thought. 

5. They can be created in a variety of different ways. Professionals can use Self-
Reflective Shapes that are created by free hand, pre-drawn templates or by 
using ICT applications. 

6. They are ‘time adaptive’. Professionals can engage with a Self-Reflective 
Shape for as little or as long as they want to/are able to, time wise; this is 
dependent on the size of the Shape created and the number of questions 
being responded to by the professional.  

7. They can be used as a form of evidence. Self-Reflective Shapes can 
contribute to evaluations of lessons/training sessions or Professional 
Development Portfolios. 

These ideas were shared with trainers as part of the introductory presentation which 
was used by the author to introduce them to the strategy. The presentation offered a 
number of ‘possibilities’ for trainers in terms of the shapes that they could use as a 
Self-Reflective Shape; it was noted that only one trainer used their own shape, that 
being the eye. This lack of creativity is likely to be attributed to it being the first time 
trainers had been introduced to the strategy and so were happy to be ‘guided’ by the 
author to ensure that they ‘did not get it wrong’. Trainers clearly favoured the 
question prompt sheet which was offered to them; one trainer commented on the 
‘clear questions’ that were presented which had been formulated ‘from simple to 
complicated’, embracing the different levels of thinking presented by Bloom’s 
Revised Taxonomy (Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001).  
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Several trainers offered comments on how the strategy could be developed further. 
One suggested the use of ‘bright and dark colours’ that could be used for recording  
‘negative and positive’ entries in the Shape, along with ‘a mix of colours’ being used 
for ‘not sure’ responses. Another trainer suggested the inclusion of more questions. 
One trainer said that they would ‘Probably change and develop it/adapt it’ but 
unfortunately gave no explanation as to how this would be achieved.  

Conclusion 
It is clear from the research undertaken that the strategy was clearly favoured by 
those trainers who engaged with it. It is acknowledged that as this was the first time 
that trainers had been introduced to the strategy they were largely guided through 
the process of creating a Shape; it is unclear as to how well trainers would have 
engaged with the formulation of their Shape if they were on their own with the 
associated published article (Brownhill, 2014c). Clearly there are many ways which 
adult educators and their learners could use the strategy to support their self-
reflection as part of their practice/learning, suggestions of which are offered below:  
 

 The strategy could be used to stimulate discussion and debate about a prior 
reading or a television programme that learners have engaged with prior to a 
taught session; 

 The strategy could be used in preparation for or during a tutorial/supervision;  

 The strategy could be engaged with during or post-completion of a lecture/ 
workshop/seminar/module/assignment/year/course; 

 The strategy could be used as a prerequisite prompt for a self-reflective piece 
of assessed work e.g. a self-reflective essay; 

 The strategy could be used following a period of placement work;  

 The strategy could be used to compare professional evaluations with personal 
self-reflective thoughts. 

Confucius, a famous Chinese philosopher, clearly recognised the importance of 
reflection, describing it as a ‘noble way’ of learning wisdom. It is personally believed 
that it is self-reflection which will help adult educators and their learners to become 
the wisest and most effective professionals in their respective settings, and that Self-
Reflective Shapes serve as an effective and practical way to help them learn this 
wisdom. It is thus hoped that those who read and share this paper with others see 
Self-Reflective Shapes as a worthy strategy for both trial and adaptation to support 
their professional self-reflective endeavours. 
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A discussion on employability for students on 
computing related courses 

Jackie Campbell, Leeds Beckett University, UK 

Introduction 
Computing students and employability: 
‘In general employability refers to the ability to gain employment, to maintain and add 
value to a role and to develop a successful career’ (Toland and Hooper, 2012, 130). 
This is a reasonable place to start with ‘employability’, yet unpacking this statement 
there are assumptions and contradictions. ‘The ability to gain employment’ is one 
thing, irrespective of the type of work, it requires skills such as knowing how to find a 
job, being able to apply for and ‘get’ the job. ‘To maintain and add value to a role’, 
relates to the ability to ‘do the job’, it requires a level of understanding, reflection and 
confidence but is still independent of education, motivation and context. The final 
part of the definition ‘to develop a successful career’ assumes much more – 
progression, context, choice and personal development. This is where the definition 
becomes the ‘employability’ Universities are aspiring to, however this is also where I 
suggest we may ‘loose’ students both in concept and in temporality. This paper 
starts by discussing the employability perspective from some of the stakeholders in 
the employability agenda, raising some of the complexities and questions that each 
presents. It then briefly presents some of the theories that can be used in career 
analysis such as Bourdieu’s capitals, Lave and Wenger’s situated learning and 
legitimate peripheral participation and current career theories drawing on social 
theory such as SCCT (Social cognitive career theory).  
 
The Employability stakeholders  
Employability is no longer a personal and private matter, schools address it from 
aged 14 onwards as part of the national curriculum (Department of Education, 2013) 
and Universities are required to evaluate and report of the success of their 
graduates. As a result employers, societies such as the British Computing Society 
(BCS) and centres such as the Science, Technology, Engineering and Maths 
network (STEM) have input and interest in the ‘employability’ curriculum (BCS, 2015; 
Department of Education, 2013; STEM, 2013). 

The ‘Employability’ orientated University 
The University wants its graduates to be ‘successful’ and an evaluation of success is 
the employment a graduate enters, Universities monitor their graduates’ destinations 
(Unistats, 2015). Employability is on the University agenda (Fallows, 2000), all 
Universities have a careers department, most courses have employability and 
employability-related events/opportunities built into the curriculum, many Universities 
have a set of ‘graduate attributes’ designed to evidence the ‘graduateness’ of the 
students. The employability statistics are used by prospective students, parents and 
in University recruitment. 
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However, to measure employability is complex and subjective, ‘employable’ implies 
‘able to work’. Is a person working as a shelf stacker less employable that a web 
designer? The shelf stacker may be on ‘route’ to their career, a web designer may 
not be ‘adding value to the role’. We do not grade students on their employability; the 
success is in the employment and the students perception of that employment. 
Alongside this (on our course) we do not require any work experience or evidence of 
‘employability skills’ other that the UCAS points when we offer students a place, 
although we look for interest in the subject, yet we evaluate it on graduation. When 
discussing ‘employability’, some argue that many of the so-called employability skills 
(team work, communication, numeracy) are standard skills evident in most of the 
population and to address them at University level is not required. However, they are 
on the agenda as Employers see them as lacking in graduates (Archer and 
Davidson, 2008). A skill being on the University agenda doesn’t guarantee 
development of that skill in a student, especially as much of the ‘employability’ 
support and opportunities we offer are optional. We choose to concentrate on the 
technical and contextual skills. 

It is worth asking why the Universities are giving employability such attention. Is it 
because it is an ‘issue’? Students are going to University and not getting jobs 
(Department of Education, 2013). In the field of Computing this does seem to be an 
issue with computing graduates having the highest level of unemployment at 14% 
(HSEA, 2012). To support the students in finding work, Universities offer a variety of 
support such as CV workshops, mentoring opportunities, mock interviews, most are 
designed to help with the application process, some more individual to help with 
choices and personal development. Yet I find a number of students engage very little 
with these activities and opportunities. Does this mean the ‘employability’ is a 
University but not a student priority? Or is the employability support we offer mis-
timed or mis-placed? 

The student community is a community of education, not of work. This community 
comprises lecturers, researchers and support staff - not computing practitioners. 
Granted they may have worked in Industry or connections – but these are not the 
roles we are expecting our students to go into. Added to that the variety of roles 
available in the world of computing and information technology alongside the 
individual nature of each student, are we as lecturers (and a department) suitable 
role models or advisors for students in considering their careers? 

Employers’ relationship with graduates 
Industry has said that the computing industry is not producing graduates ‘fit for 
employment’. Regarding the work experience placement year in the Computing area, 
there are more roles available for computing students than students who get them. 
The numbers going to University are continuing to rise each year (UCAS, 2014), jobs 
that 20 years ago would have been undertaken by a non-graduate now employ 
graduates (Allen, 2013). There are papers on ‘what the employers want’, these lists 
grow and change and are rarely contextualised. Employers are not trusting the 
degree qualification and increasingly utilising their own tests and selection 
techniques to recruit the right personnel (Erzingher, 2012). Many employers work 
with Universities to provide input to the curriculum and student related events. As the 
pool of graduates increases there is opportunity for employers to ‘expand’ the nature 
of the graduate roles they offer, looking to make use of the less-traditional students 
who are now attending universities. The data indicates that computing students are 
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not getting these jobs. The students may have changed their mind during the course 
of their studies and no longer want computing jobs or the employers may not be 
seeing these graduates as suitable for the roles. Either way it is of interest and to 
understand this would help us support students and employers. 
The work landscape today 
A ‘job for life’, is no longer a realistic expectation for one’s career (Bloch and Bates, 
1995). Individuals have to take responsibility for their own careers, build their own 
skills and portfolio and find their own direction and opportunities. This is certainly the 
case for computing students, where interviews and assessment are likely to draw on 
their past projects (portfolio). Despite being a vocational course, the careers and job 
roles are varied and require distinct context specific skills. A programmer, a helpdesk 
technician and a systems designer are all valid career paths for computing graduates 
yet would benefit from different personalities and skill sets. Key to the gaining any 
role is understanding the requirements and skill set for that job and key to 
understanding the requirements is knowing what the job involves. For first generation 
university students and most likely first generation computing professionals to 
develop this understanding and appreciation of the roles can be difficult. Additionally, 
the students of computing at our University are first generation university students, a 
good number of them, around 27% (Khanom, 2013) live locally or commute 
(sometimes from up to 30 miles away). 
 

The student as a stakeholder 
There is much literature around factors that affect academic success of computing 
students at University (Boyle et al., 2002) and a reasonable amount of literature 
discussing the requirement for career support whilst a University (Blasko et al., 
2002), there is less research into students expectations of higher education 
(Rasheed, 2014). It is a high expectation of our students that they should know what 
they what they want from HE and is something that would benefit from reflection later 
in life. As a tutor I don’t know the life or work expectations of my students. I don’t 
know what they want, need or think about their careers, University and the roles they 
hope to go into. What I do know as a tutor is that myself and the most of the other 
academic members of staff are not first generation graduates in the 2010’s. Many of 
us have moved for work and education and most have had very different career 
paths to those the students will (or expect) to have. This doesn’t make us bad tutors 
but is does mean that expectations for the students may be more closely aligned 
with our own expectations (or possibly for our children) and so we may be offering 
careers advice in line with our own beliefs and aspirations, not theirs. 
On the computing course students are quickly introduced to a variety of generic 
Computing and IT areas such as databases, programming, web development and 
networking. Even within these areas a number of roles exist. We encourage our 
students to undertake a work experience placement year at the end of their second 
year of study, encouraging them to make the decision as to the type of work 
placement they wish to undertake early on at the start of the second year of 
University. Students who don’t have a clear idea about the roles they are interested 
in are encouraged to gain varied and general IT experience. We find even at 
placement level students are required to evidence their ability, skills and interest in 
the specific role to be successful. Gaining a placement role for the year is a 
recognition of the students suitability for the Industry and role and their 
‘employability’, it already specialises.  
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The lecturers 
What we commonly assume for students on computing related courses: 
All lecturers, tutors, employers make assumptions about University students. We 
assume all students to be competent in English and Maths; this is a requirement of 
acceptance on to the course. It may be that the majority are proficient in these areas, 
however, disregarding identified learning disabilities many students do seem to 
struggle with reading and writing. Although we want to support students in finding 
work, the extent to which we should assist with the wording of a CV or covering letter 
raises ethical issues. It seems likely that as a student gains more work related 
experience these skills will improve and they will review and reflect on their portfolio 
themselves and improve it. 
 
Another assumption is that computing students want to work in the computing 
industry, alongside this we assume an interest and passion in the subject and the 
preparation to take up any opportunity that will benefit them. Computing and IT 
based degrees are generic degrees that should take students into generic job roles 
or graduate training schemes, students may change their career direction or just ‘see 
what happens’.  

Theories of social and career success 

The role of social, cultural and human capital in employability 

Bourdieu has suggested that a person’s ‘worth’ or ‘value’ or ‘status’  could be 
considered in terms of their ‘capital’. The ‘capital’ associated with a person comes in 
various forms. To summarise (very crudely): economic capital being the assets of 
material value a person has, cultural capital relating to the knowledge, understanding 
and appreciation a person has in their area of expertise, social capital the groups 
people are part of - the networks and contacts they have and human capital being a 
person’s skills and know-how (Grenfell, 2009). An individual’s level of cultural and 
social capital and their ability to convert these into labour market advantage has 
been recognised as being an increasingly important determinant of future career 
success by the Cabinet Office (Tomlinson, 2010; Cabinet Office, 2011) and a finding 
possibly evidenced within this data. Social capital has recently been considered as a 
‘missing link’ in development particularly in educational research to explore why 
students ‘don’t achieve’ (Serra, 2011; Hill, 2011). Over the last few years it is being 
applied to ‘employability’ in the western world to explore why students are not 
securing ‘graduate level’ employment on completion (Hill, 2011). 
  
Lave and Wenger (1991) looked at the way young apprentices became skilled and 
part of the community of their profession. They looked at tailors and midwives, 
amongst others. They concluded that by having ‘legitimate’ roles within the 
profession or ‘world’ they learnt how to communicate and act within that community, 
in other words they learnt to ‘walk the walk’ and ‘talk the talk’. In doing so they are 
gaining social (and cultural) capital within that world. I think this is more than just 
business acumen. In the same way that two businesses may produce the same 
product but have very different cultures (think IBM and Google) each business has 
aspects that are relevant and transferable to any job and something more that the 
generic transferable skill. 
 
Considered career theories 
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A career is ‘a fuzzy notion, often ill defined and sometimes not defined at all’ (Gazier 
1998a, 298). However careers are a significant part of most people’s life and 
University and education is a contributing step towards any career so it is not 
surprising that there are theories and research into careers and education. Social 
cognitive career theory (SCCT) has been developed by Lent, Brown and Hackett 
since the last 1990’s, the theory positions people as active agents in their career 
decision making based on cognitive variables loosely grouped into self-efficacy 
beliefs and outcomes. People will choose a career if they think it will lead to the 
outcomes they would like and they will perform well in it (Lent et al, 2002, 265). 
Constructivist theory is used to consider career development and within career 
counselling (Axinte, 2015) using the themes of social constructivism to challenge and 
understand an individual’s beliefs and constructs. Krumboltz happenstance theory is 
based around the idea that ‘unpredictable’ social factors, chance events and 
environmental factors are important influences in people’s lives and that these will 
present situations and opportunities which will develop and mould a persons career 
(Toews, 2008). 
 
General Analysis 
Most job applications ask for a CV, although many professions including Computing 
are moving toward portfolio based CV’s. There is a difference between requiring 
‘skills to be able to do a job’ and the ‘skills to do the job’, and this becomes a factor 
when students are studying a vocational course. Students on a vocational course are 
expected to possess and evidence skills for the industry in ways that students from 
other University courses would not be expected to. It seems that student’s context 
specific skills are not meeting the requirements of employers or is it ‘something else’ 
that makes the other students more employable? The STEM top 10 employability 
skills are all ‘something else’, with ‘communication and interpersonal skills’ at 
number one and ‘problem solving skills’ second (STEM, 2013). They are all skills 
that most work experience should develop. Analysis into the second year computing 
students and their work experience showed that 75% of them had worked (in casual 
jobs) (Campbell, 2014). The students are getting jobs and keeping those jobs, they 
are not ‘un-employable’. Their difficulty appears to be moving into IT/Computing 
roles. It could be that they are unable to assimilate their skills in order to make the 
move or that they don’t have either the required technical skills or ‘transferable’ skills. 
It is possible to help them portray themselves better on their CV to evidence 
transferable skills and technical skills – but is this enough? Possibly the ‘transferable’ 
skills are not the right sort or not developed well enough or even developed 
inappropriately. Some companies prefer employees with little work experience, so 
they can ensure the employee develops to their working culture, suggesting that 
some work experience develops work believes and practices are undesired by other 
companies. 
 
Returning to the definition ‘In general employability refers to the ability to gain 
employment, to maintain and add value to a role and to develop a successful career’ 
(Toland and Hooper, 2012, 130), I suggested that to ‘develop a successful career’ 
was the Universities interest in the graduates, yet all we can do at University is help 
them have the ability to ‘gain employment’ as a career is a life long interest. These 
computing students are being asked to find a placement role a year into their 
studies, they know little of the roles available; in terms of SCCT their self efficacy 
towards any role is likely to be low when each area has only been studied for around 
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one semester. Perhaps the motivations of the university and employer agenda are 
making us forget the real agents in this – the students. By understanding the 
students better in terms of their expectations, intentions and concerns we can 
support them more effectively and efficiently.  

Conclusions: Adding extra value, what should career support really look like? 
A career and ‘getting a job’ is an individual and personal experience despite the 
employability stakeholders. The journey of exploring and discovering the world of 
work is part of the development. Students have a right to take things at their own 
pace, for some a career in Computing may never happen, for others the career 
consideration may start after they graduate. As tutors we can offer our subjects and 
opinions as part of the world of Computing and IT, the rest we can create 
opportunities and access to and the students can take this if they please. Motivation 
can drive learning (Jenkins, 2001). I like to think that the learning students 
experience at University will motivate them towards working in the Industry. It is likely 
that a motivated and interested student will engage with the industry, make contacts 
and find opportunities which eventually lead to employment.  
 
The employability curriculum is missing the student focus, having been designed by 
employers who may be missing an opportunity to recruit, upskill and develop from a 
ready market and higher education who are reacting to a government agenda and 
designing an employability curriculum to support their own objectives. By 
understanding better the practices, strategies and concerns of the students we can 
provide employability support to help them know better what they are working 
towards, understand the barriers and how to overcome them and so realise their 
potential. In doing this educational providers can streamline valuable resources as 
well as achieving employability objectives to suit the students and the universities. 
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2-4-6-8: Learning to collaborate! 

Fiona Clark, Gary Roberts, Carrie McLennan, Robert Muirhead, 
University of Dundee, Scotland 

Introduction 
This paper explores an approach to interprofessional education (IPE) involving 
students from the professional disciplines of Community Learning and Development 
(CLD), Social Work, Primary Education and Nursing at the University of Dundee in 
Scotland. It focuses on the design and delivery of a new first year undergraduate 
module entitled ‘Working Together’. In this paper we set out our rationale, purpose 
and aims for the module and explain our underpinning pedagogical approach before 
reflecting on the experience, its impact on students and identifying our learning for 
future practice.  

There is no capacity in this paper to debate the diverse terminology and contested 
definitions of IPE. In our preparatory research we were drawn to the definition 
suggested by the Centre for the Advancement of Interprofessional Education 

(CAIPE) as ‘occasions when two or more professions learn with, from and about 
each other to improve collaboration and quality of care’ (2002 cited in Barr et al., 
2014, 4) as it captured the multi-dimensional nature of the learning we hoped 
students would engage with during the module. 

The module is compulsory for year one CLD and Social Work students and is offered 
as an elective to students of Primary Education. In 2014 there were approximately 
30 students each from CLD and Education and 40 from Social Work. Current 
programme timetabling prevents the participation of Nursing students in the whole 
module. However, we re-located a joint session on child protection, previously 
offered only to Social Work and Nursing students, within this module to widen 
interprofessional involvement. 

Rationale  
Our rationale was provided by a number of drivers and these were made clear to the 
students at the beginning of the module: 
 

 Numerous inquiries following the death of children or vulnerable adults have 
highlighted the failure of agencies to work effectively together.   

 Improving collaborative working in Scotland’s public services is driven by the 
assumption that this leads to improved outcomes for service users (Christie 
Commission, 2011) although the evidence for this remains mixed (Petch et 
al., 2013).    

 Current legislative imperatives include the Public Bodies (Joint Working) 
Scotland Act 2014, which integrates health and social care, and the Children 
and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014, which promotes collaborative working 
across children’s services based on the Getting it Right for Every Child 
(GIRFEC) policy approach (Scottish Government, 2012).  
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 While we are not aware of an overarching strategy for IPE in Scotland, it is 
encouraged in both initial and continuing professional education and 
development. The values and standards frameworks of the four professions 
whose students participated in this module include expectations that they will 
be competent in collaborative working. 

 Based on ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), a further driver 
was the recognition that the complexity of social problems requires our 
combined professional efforts if we are to enable the individuals, groups and 
communities we work with to resolve them.   

 
Purpose and aims  
Freeth et al. (2005) highlight the link between interprofessional education and 
learning and interprofessional collaboration and practice. However, we made clear to 
the students that collaborative practice was not of itself the end goal of this module 
but a means to achieving a fairer society by better supporting individuals, groups and 
communities to improve their lives. This focus on social justice ‘outcomes’ is central 
to current social policy initiatives in Scotland and emphasises the shared 
commitment to a fairer society across the professions involved.  We therefore invited 
students to explore working together not only with other professionals but also with 
the individuals, groups and communities they will engage within practice. 
 
This module aims to enable students to: 

 develop a broad knowledge and understanding of relevant theories of 
collaboration;  

 recognise the role of ethical professional practice in working in collaboration 
towards a more socially just society; 

 begin to develop expertise in inclusive collaborative practice. 
 
Pedagogical approach 
Scotland is ‘a society that recognises the importance of adult learning in the 
development of the individual, the community and the country as a whole’ (Scottish 
Government, 2014, 6). Our overall approach was guided by learning which is 
lifelong, life-wide and learner-centred (Scottish Government, 2014) and is based on 
the principles of adult learning theory. This recognises that adults are already able to 
reflect on learning as it applies to their own experience and integrate new learning by 
making links with this. They need opportunities for reflection as well as discussion 
with tutors and peers. They require an interactive, self-directed and autonomous 
model of learning (Scottish Executive, 2001). As Barr (2013) points out, in an 
interprofessional context both the individual student and the group share 
responsibility for their learning. 
   
Drawing on the work of O’Halloran et al. (2006), we recognised that students in their 
first semester at university could not be expected to have a clear understanding of 
the roles and responsibilities of their chosen profession, although many came with 
previous relevant knowledge and experience which we were keen to ensure they 
were able to share. We wanted to enable students form different professional 
backgrounds to learn both to learn together and work together as a professional 
competence in its own right. We, therefore, focused on enabling the students to learn 
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with each other about collaboration itself, including the drivers for and contested 
nature of interprofessional working and its underpinning theories. We aimed to 
create opportunities for the students to learn about each other to identify similarities 
and differences, particularly in relation to personal and professional values.  Finally 
we encouraged the students to learn from each other to explore and challenge the 
stereotypes and assumptions which they already held about their own and each 
other’s professions and which, it has been argued, individual professional 
programmes can actually reinforce, intentionally or otherwise (Carpenter and 
Dickinson, 2008). As Howkins and Bray put it: ‘Dealing with the damaging 
stereotypes and making explicit some hidden agendas have to form part of the 
learning process’ (2008, 8).   

Our approach was informed by a number of underpinning theories. Social identity 
theory would suggest that the stronger the students’ affiliation to their own 
professional group, the more likely they are to view others less positively (Craddock 
et al., 2006). In our view this is a key argument for the introduction of IPE early in 
professional programmes. Contact theory aims to bring professional groups together 
to challenge negative stereotypes and we achieved this by dividing the class into 
peer learning groups of 9 or 10, each with a mix of students from Social Work, CLD 
and Primary Education. Initial tasks for the groups were focused on exploring each 
other’s core values and perspectives. However, this is not in itself sufficient to alter 
beliefs and a number of ‘contact conditions’ have been proposed including equality 
of status among those participating, shared goals and positive expectations that 
learning together in this way will impact on practice (Hean and Dickinson, 2005). We 
discuss how well these conditions were achieved later in the paper.     

A further core underpinning theory was collaborative learning. This requires students 
to have authentic learning opportunities where they are required to co-construct 
knowledge and understanding to achieve an outcome which they could not achieve 
alone and to which all members of the group can contribute equally (O’Halloran et 
al., 2006). The module was built around a collaborative practice inquiry which the 
students undertook in their peer learning groups. Each group planned, undertook 
and then reflected on a visit to a local agency or project to explore their collaborative 
practice, including their partnership working with the individuals, groups and 
communities using the service. At the end of the module the groups presented their 
findings at a World Café event.      

The collaborative practice inquiry was designed to enable the students to both learn 
about and have a concrete experience of partnership working, drawing on 
experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984). In classroom based guided discussions, in 
their World Café presentations and in their assignments students were expected to 
reflect on how well they had worked together in their peer learning group. Providing 
class time and supporting activities to help the students to reflect and learn from their 
collaborative practice inquiry was key (Craddock et al., 2006). Finally, we needed to 
consider group development theory and be prepared to offer support if conflict arose 
in the peer learning groups which they were unable to resolve themselves. With only 
two staff allocated to the module we were unable to facilitate the groups directly 
ourselves but moved around the groups during discussion time and provided more 
intense intervention if required. 
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The additional session involving the Nursing students presented challenges and 
required a slightly different pedagogical approach. As time was limited, we focused 
on child protection as common content and used exchange-based learning, 
stimulating debates around ethics, values, perspectives and indeed emotions (Barr 
et al., 2005). 

Method 
As this module was delivered for the first time in 2014-15 academic year, our 
evaluation at this point is limited. Nonetheless, we used a number of methods to 
capture the impact of the module on students’ perceptions of their own and each 
other’s professions, their views on the effectiveness of interprofessional learning and 
their experience of the module itself.  
  
At the beginning of the module we employed Turning Point technology to explore 
how well the students believed they understood the role of Primary Education, CLD 
and Social Work professionals and their approach to social justice. We asked about 
their perceptions of the comparative status of the three professions and how well 
they worked in partnership. In the final session of the module, we revisited the same 
issues, again using Turning Point, to ascertain the impact of the module and in 
addition asked the students to what extent their views of the other professions had 
changed and whether they believed learning together in this way would have a 
positive impact on collaboration in practice. Students were also asked to complete 
online evaluations at the end of the module. 

At the joint session with the Nursing students, the Readiness for Interprofessional 
Learning Scale (RIPLS) (McFadyen et al., 2005) was distributed to the students from 
all four professions. Demographics collected in the questionnaire identified cohorts 
within the study for example age, gender and academic programme. All individuals 
were free to decline to complete the questionnaire. It is identified that anonymity in 
completing questionnaires results in a higher rate of socially unacceptable responses 
(Polit and Beck 2008). The RIPLS is a valid and reliable tool designed to assess 
students’ attitudes towards IPE. It has 19 questions and uses four subscales: 
teamwork and collaboration, negative professional identity, positive professional 
identity, and roles and responsibilities (McFadyen et al., 2005). A Likert-type scale 
ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree (1 to 5) measured the responses. 

Findings 
The data from Turning Point perhaps unsurprisingly informed us that all of the 
students said they understood, to a greater or lesser extent, the role of a teacher and 
a social worker but almost one-third reported that they had no understanding of what 
a CLD worker does. At the end of the module students’ understanding of all three 
professions had increased significantly, e.g. almost 90% appreciated the CLD 
worker’s role. It was clear at the start that the students did not believe there was 
equality of status among their professions, one of the IPE core conditions discussed 
earlier, with 65% perceiving Primary Education had the highest status and Social 
Work and CLD scoring 31% and 5% respectively. By the end of the module this had 
altered with the most significant change being that CLD had doubled, albeit from a 
low base. Students understanding of the contribution of their own profession to social 
justice was high at the outset and increased even further. During the module over 
90% of the students appeared to have achieved an understanding of the contribution 
of the other professions to a fairer society. By contrast, students’ perceptions of the 
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ability of the three professions to work in partnership declined slightly overall.   
Finally, 40% of the students reported that, as a result of the module, their views of 
the other professions were more positive, 36% remained the same, 18% were more 
negative and 6% were not sure. 
   
Ninety eight students (100% response rate) completed the RIPLS questionnaire 
following the joint session with Nursing. These included: Nursing 41.8% (n= 41), 
Social Work 22.4% (n=22), CLD 15.3% (n=15) and Primary Education 20.4% (n=20). 
Students’ responses to the Likert scale questions identified commonality amongst all 
groups. They embraced the process of IPE and believed it would have a positive 
impact on their practice. Their commitment to and belief in interprofessional learning 
is a further core condition and is underlined by some of the students’ free text 
comments: 

‘Helps to understand all sides of care’ 

‘…recognising the importance of interprofessional relationship’ 

‘…importance of working together as a team’ 

Feedback from module evaluations highlighted positive issues and some areas for 
development. Students expressed a high level of satisfaction with the 
interprofessional peer learning group approach, welcoming the opportunity to 
engage in discussion and practical tasks with their peers from other professional 
programmes. Overall they appreciated the chance to work autonomously in the 
collaborative practice inquiry although some groups had a better experience than 
others. All appeared to learn from this concrete experience but some individual 
students and groups were better able than others, at this stage, to reflect on the 
experiential aspect of the inquiry.   

Discussion and learning for future practice 
As might be expected in the first semester of a professional programme, some of the 
students were more ready than others to embrace the principles of adult learning.  
Overall, however, the collaborative learning approach through the peer learning 
groups worked very well in supporting all of the students to co-construct knowledge 
and progress their understanding. Even where there were tensions in the peer 
learning groups, students were still able to learn with support from each other and 
from us as tutors. We had limited staff resources to address ongoing conflict in the 
groups and we are considering how we might be made aware of tensions earlier.  
We believe that this could encourage a more consistent and in depth reflection on 
the experiential aspect of the collaborative practice inquiry. 
 
Our key aim was to identify and challenge the existing stereotypes and prejudices 
the students associated with the different professions rather than help them to 
achieve a detailed understanding of professional roles and responsibilities. Despite 
this, the students reported that their understanding of the different roles increased 
while the impact on attitudes and values was more mixed. Nonetheless, there was 
progress here and this confirms for us the importance of early exposure to IPE, 
although a few students felt quite strongly that they would have gained more from 
engaging with peers from other professions later in their programme. However, we 
have evidence from programme reviews and evaluations that students do not always 
fully appreciate the learning gained from IPE until later in their studies.  
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As discussed earlier, the overarching purpose of this module, and arguably IPE, is to 
improve partnership working in order to achieve a fairer society. We found that 
where students in the course of their collaborative practice inquiry were able to have 
direct contact with individuals, groups and communities involved in the service, they 
were much more able in their group discussions, presentations and assignments to 
identify the link between collaborative working and social justice outcomes. As a 
result we are in the process of developing closer relationships with the field to 
facilitate these opportunities. 

In terms of the contact conditions considered above, it is clear from the RIPLS 
questionnaire that the students across all four professions had positive expectations 
of IPE. Our findings suggest that perceptions of professional hierarchy were evident 
and were played out in some of the peer learning groups. We explored with the 
students the origins of differences in status and acknowledged the power and 
influence of societal structure and key institutions, notably Government and the 
media. We must therefore acknowledge our own limitations here. However, our 
experience has shown that by bringing the professions together at the beginning of 
their studies, it is possible to achieve a degree of success in challenging these 
perceptions. Finally, the World Café event at the end of the module was pivotal in 
providing a shared goal for the peer learning groups and even groups who 
experienced difficulties during the collaborative process succeeded in bringing it all 
together in the end. 

Conclusion 
Overall we consider this module to have been a success in its first year and this is 
confirmed by the evidence within this paper. We realise that the evidence to date is 
only the foundation on which we aim to build. In particular, we need to find strategies 
to further enable students to deconstruct their professional stereotypes. The module 
has highlighted the need for a more strategic approach to IPE across the four 
professional programmes involved and beyond. This approach needs to build on and 
incorporate IPE throughout the four years of the programmes. We must also embed 
a robust evaluation from the beginning which is able to capture changes in students’ 
attitudes, values and perspectives in relation to each other’s professions.  

References 
Barr, H, Koppel, I, Reeves, S, Hammick, M and Freeth, D (2005) Effective 
Interprofessional Education: Argument, Assumption and Evidence, Oxford: 
Blackwelll Publishing. 

Barr, H (2013) ‘Towards a theoretical framework for interprofessional education’, 

Journal of Interprofessional Care, 27,1, pp. 4-9. 

Barr, H, Helme, M and D’Avray, L (2014) Review of Interprofessional Education in 

the United Kingdom 1997-2013, Fareham, CAIPE. 

Bronfenbrenner, U (1979) The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by 

Nature and Design, Cambridge, Harvard University Press. 

Carpenter, J and Dickinson, H (2008) Interprofessional Education and Training, 

Bristol, Policy Press. 



98 
 

Christie Commission (2011) Report of the Commission on the Future Delivery of 

Public Services, Available at: 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/352649/0118638.pdf 

Craddock, C, O’Halloran, D, Borthwick, A and McPherson, K (2006) 

‘Interprofessional education in health and social care: fashion or informed practice?’, 

Learning in Health and Social Care, 5, 4, pp. 220-242. 

Freeth, D, Hammick, M, Reeves, S, Koppel, I, Barr, H (2005) Effective 

Interprofessional Education.  Development, Delivery and Evaluation, Oxford, 

Blackwell Publishing Ltd. 

Hean, S and Dickinson, C (2005) ‘The Contact Hypothesis: An exploration of its 
further potential in interprofessional education’, Journal of Interprofessional Care, 19, 
5, pp. 480 – 491. 

Howkins, E and Bray, J (2008) Preparing for Interprofessional Teaching, Oxford: 

Radcliffe Publishing. 

Kolb, D (1984) Experiential learning: experience as the source of learning and 
development, London, Prentice Hall. 

McFayden A, Webster V, Strachan K, Figgins, E, Brown, H and Mckechnie, J (2005) 
‘The readiness for interprofessional learning scale: A possible more stable sub-scale 
model for the original version of RIPLS’, Journal of Interprofessional Care, 19, 6, pp. 
595–603. 

O’Halloran, C, Hean, S, Humphris, D and Macleod-Clark, J (2006) ‘Developing 
common learning: the New Generation Project undergraduate curriculum model’, 
Journal of Interprofessional Care, 20, 1, pp. 12-28. 

Petch, A, Cook, A and Miller, E (2013) ‘Partnership working and outcomes: do health 

and social care partnerships deliver for users and carers?’, Health and Social Care in 

the Community, 21, 6, pp. 623-633. 

Polit, D and Beck, C (2008) Nursing research principles and methods, (8th ed), USA, 

Lippincott, Williams & Wilkins. 

Scottish Executive (2001) Adult Literacy and Numeracy in Scotland, Edinburgh, 

Scottish Executive. 

Scottish Government (2012) A Guide to Getting it Right for Every Child, Edinburgh, 

Scottish Government. 

Scottish Government (2014) Adult Learning in Scotland Statement of Ambition, 

Edinburgh, Scottish Government. 

  



99 
 

Back to top 

 

Respect and empowerment in family literacy work in 
(post)colonial Canada 

Stacey Crooks, University of Toronto, Canada 

Introduction 
Drawing on data collected as part of my PhD research, which looks at family literacy 
programs in Saskatchewan, Canada, this paper explores how a robust 
understanding of respect might support the development of programs that work to 
empower, rather than regulate, diverse families in (post)colonial spaces. In this 
exploration, I build on my preliminary analysis of data gathered in an early childhood 
education and family support centre. The centre’s work is informed by aboriginal 
approaches to education and community support.   
 
Background  
Family literacy programs support the literacy learning of family members in the 
context of family relationships and practices (Brooks, Hannon & Bird, 2012). In 
Canada, family literacy programs are based on a variety of approaches and are 
offered in a variety of settings including public libraries, early childhood education 
programs, family resource centres, community health centres, public schools and 
adult literacy programs (Shohet, 2012). Many literacy practitioners in Canada see 
family literacy as an approach that engages and empowers adult learners in their 
role as parents (Sanders and Shively, 2007); however, the field has often been 
criticized for reinscribing deficit thinking (Auerbach, 1997; Whitehouse, 2001) and 
some researchers have suggested that family literacy programs may work to 
‘colonize’ ‘nonmainstream’ families through the teaching of dominant literacy 
practices (Reyes and Torres, 2007). In my research, I am particularly interested in 
this tension and in the ways that family literacy programs operate as sites of both 
regulation and empowerment for the participants (Griffith and Smith, 2005; Smythe 
and Isserlis, 2002).  
 
My research is informed by my own experience coordinating and facilitating family 
literacy programs as part of my work as a community-based adult literacy and 
English as an additional language worker in Saskatchewan, Canada. While working 
in the field, I often felt troubled by the prevalent and enduring deficit thinking that 
seemed to inform work in the field of family literacy. Understanding and addressing 
this issue is complicated in Saskatchewan (and to some extent throughout Canada) 
by the fact that while many programs are ‘targeted’ to aboriginal and immigrant 
families, the majority of practitioners, like myself, are of white settler origin. In doing 
my PhD research, I was interested in talking to practitioners and looking at programs 
that explicitly challenged deficit and ‘colonizing’ perspectives by drawing on 
alternative discourses. I wondered, are there ways of starting family literacy practice 
from a different place: a place that is not rooted in or formed by a deficit view?  
 
Theoretically, my study is informed by feminist approaches to ethnography and 
genealogy (Tamboukou and Ball, 2003; Pillow, 2003). My analysis addresses the 
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ways in which words and practices ‘enable different kinds of actions within 
institutions’ (Ahmed, 2007) and explores the ‘regimes of truth’ at work in family 
literacy policy and programs (Tamboukou, 2003). My research methods include 
interviews, observation and document analysis in programs located in diverse 
educational settings. Most of the data informing the preliminary analysis presented in 
this paper was collected in one of these settings, the Children’s Centre. 
 
The Children’s Centre 
The Children’s Centre1 is an early childhood education and family support centre 
serving ‘at-risk’ families in a medium-sized Saskatchewan city. The core program of 
the Centre is a full-time pre-school for children who live in an inner city 
neighbourhood in which the majority of the residents are of aboriginal (First Nations 
or Metis) descent. In addition, the Centre also provides two different home visiting 
programs for families with children ages 0-6 and educational programs for parents 
and caregivers of children registered in any of the programs.  During my research, I 
observed two programs offered by outreach workers of the Children’s Centre.  The 
first was a family literacy program offered to families registered with the Centre. The 
second was an aboriginal parenting program offered off-site at a family resource 
centre and open to any families living in the neighbourhood served by the Children’s 
Centre. 
 
The Centre’s programs are intended to support children who are identified as living 
in at-risk circumstances.  Most children registered with the Centre live in families with 
income levels below the poverty line. Since the Centre’s inception in the 1970’s, the 
majority of children and families participating in programs have been of aboriginal 
descent. Recognizing this, and acknowledging the structural inequalities rooted in 
colonialism that have created this reality, the Centre has been firmly committed to 
culturally appropriate programming, including Cree language programming (the most 
common Aboriginal language in the community), and to collaboration with the 
community. For example, the organization works closely with elders and aims to 
have aboriginal people comprise the majority of both board and staff members. The 
organization is committed to using a strengths-based model that values the 
contributions of parents and other family members to children’s lives. At the centre of 
this model is the valuing of respectful relationships. 
 
Respect  
Respect is a word that appears several times in the documents that guide the work 
of the Children’s Centre. It is identified as a foundational concept of the Centre’s 
philosophy and is used to characterize the ways in which staff members relate to 
children and their families. As it is presented in these key documents, respect is 
related to listening to children and families, recognizing their strengths and 
supporting them to grow. It is also closely connected to valuing the role of parents, 
family and community members in supporting children’s development.  
 
In my observations, I often noted the respectful way in which staff members 
interacted with families. Charlene, a Cree woman who was a program coordinator 
and facilitator at the Children’s Centre, seemed to model this in many ways. In my 
observations, I often witnessed Charlene’s friendly manner with the parents as well 
her considerate interactions with co-workers (including me in my role as researcher).  
In my interviews and informal conversations with Charlene, she repeatedly 
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emphasized the importance of respect in informing the work of the Centre and her 
own work with families. From Charlene’s perspective, respect at the Centre started 
with the way that children were treated in the program. This was something that 
originally attracted her to work at the Children’s Centre.   
 

You know, like I said, the first time I came here… the thing that hit me most was 
how they treated the kids… Our young students are treated with pride and respect, 
you know. And you’ve seen that in the children eh, and you know that’s the first 
thing Stacey. And in my mind I said, even before I seen the teachers interacting 
with kids, when I just did my walk through here, this is a place I want my child… 
my grandchild to come. 

 

In speaking of her own approach to working with parents, she described her efforts 
to put herself ‘on the same level’ as the families that she works with. In following up 
on this concept she described reciprocal and non-judgmental relationships with her 
clients in which she was available to support them while also setting her own 
boundaries. ‘It’s important within our positions and this is something that I just 
practice throughout my life is to treat people with respect. I want to be treated with 
respect you know.’ To Charlene, this was part of her philosophy of family support 
work (her primary role at the Centre) and also part of her approach to life: ‘I’ve found 
not only as a guidance counselor way, but as a mom, if we talk to the (school) staff in 
a respectful manner we’re going to get the same respect back ‘ 

This notion of respect was central to Charlene’s approach as a practitioner and also 
in her understanding of what made the Children’s Centre special. Respect included 
‘making sure that everyone feels welcome and wanted’ as well as role modeling 
which she described as: 

being able to uh be kind and generous and respectful to other people not, (oh) I 
don’t have time to listen to you because really … when you have that attitude 
where you’re not available to help the people you’re working with then you’re 
probably in the wrong profession.  
 

Respectful Relationships 
I would describe the relationships that I witnessed between staff and participants at 
the Children’s Centre (and I think this held true for relationships among staff 
members as well) as characterized by respect, caring and warmth. In the first 
program that I observed, a family literacy program called LIFT, Charlene and the 
other two facilitators made an effort to personally connect with participants. This was 
demonstrated by taking the time to talk with participants about where they were from, 
how they had learned about the organization, what school their children went to and 
how they were doing. The facilitators often knew the participants’ children and would, 
for example, talk about something they had seen a child do in the preschool 
program. The two aboriginal facilitators (two of the three facilitators were Cree 
woman; the third was a white woman) often asked aboriginal participants what 
reserve they came from and would try to identify connections through family 
relations. The practitioners also all talked about themselves and their own children 
and their successes and failures as parents.   
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The Children Centre’s LIFT program was based on a pre-set curriculum that was 
developed several years ago by two academics. In planning and delivering the 
program the three co-facilitators relied heavily on the curriculum, although they also 
brought in their own ideas as experienced facilitators and mothers and drew on their 
knowledge of the community they work with. Each session of LIFT focused on a 
theme related to the ways in which parents could support literacy development of 
their children. For example some topics were book reading, oral literacy and 
environmental print.  The sessions also often included an activity that focused on 
support and self care for parents. There was considerable time set aside during each 
session for sharing experiences and building relationships. During these times, the 
three facilitators listened carefully to participants and worked to connect respectfully 
in the ways described above. 
 
Although respectful relationships characterized the program, I did feel at times that 
there was a tension between these relationships and the way that the LIFT 
curriculum was delivered. The LIFT curriculum is based on an academic 
understanding of literacy and focuses on helping parents support children’s early 
literacy development with the goal of success in school.  Although the curriculum 
aims to support the empowerment of parents, there are many ways in which it 
reinscribes deficit thinking about literacy and families. Of particular relevance here is 
the way in which the curriculum works to construct the facilitator (and the authors of 
the curriculum) as experts in literacy and to devalue, in some ways, the experiences 
of the participants.   

The facilitators desires to faithfully represent the curriculum sometimes led to 
presenting it in a way that was uncritical and left little space for participants own 
experiences with literacy. This was evident in one session in which Charlene led the 
participants through a True or False quiz about environmental print. Although the 
activity was intended to help parents examine their assumptions about literacy, the 
questions were written in a way that suggested there was only one right way of 
understanding the role of environmental print in literacy acquisition. This very 
academic way of thinking about literacy seemed to work to silence participants; few 
participants spoke during the activity and there was some uncomfortable shifting in 
seats. In this moment, and a few others like it, it felt like the program was being 
pulled back into the dominant deficit-based discourse of the field. 

However, it is important to note that only a small portion of each session was 
characterized by this narrow approach to delivery of the curriculum. In this example, 
Charlene moved from the quiz to a more active exploration of print in the 
environment and the comfortable and respectful atmosphere, that was present 
during most of my observations in the program, was quickly restored.  

Traditional Parenting Program: Robust Respect 
Respectful relationships were also central in the second Children’s Centre program 
that I observed. The Traditional Aboriginal Parenting (TAP) program was being 
delivered off-site in partnership with a family resource centre located in the same ‘at-
risk’ predominantly aboriginal neighbourhood served by the Children’s Centre.  All of 
the participants were aboriginal parents. Observing this program has informed my 
helped me deepen my understanding of the kind of respect that informs the work of 
the Children’s Centre. It also has helped me think about how a more developed and 
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robust understanding of respect could inform family literacy work in ways that might 
counter dominant deficit discourses. 

The TAP program is also based on a pre-set curriculum. The curriculum aims to 
support urban aboriginal parents in reclaiming traditional parenting practices of 
Aboriginal peoples. TAP starts with the acknowledgement that Indigenous 
communities had their own effective approaches to parenting that were established 
long before European contact and that these traditional parenting practices were 
undermined and lost to many aboriginal people through processes of colonization. 
Based on an aboriginal worldview, represented by the four quadrants of the medicine 
wheel (mind, emotions, body, and spirit), the program emphasizes the importance of 
living a balanced and honorable life and of raising children to be balanced as well.   

In my observations of the program, the spirit was given particular emphasis. For 
example, prayer was presented as a key component of the learning process and 
each session of the program began with a prayer and a smudge, a traditional 
burning of medicinal plants intended to act in a cleansing manner. The importance of 
the spirit was also emphasized by the Cree elder who shared her teachings with the 
participants. She spoke of ‘everything’ being sacred and stressed the teachings of 
the spirit as being the most important for children.  

The emphasis on the sacred supported a particularly compassionate and non-
judgmental understanding of parents. The teachings of the elder and the curriculum 
materials in the program presented a view of each individual as scared and the 
image of the medicine wheel intertwined with the understanding of life as a sacred 
journey or road. Children, parents and elders were all described as being 
somewhere along their own unique road, a road that follows the circular path of the 
medicine wheel. Each stage of life was described as bringing gifts as well as lessons 
to learn; as the elder explained there are ‘teachings at every spoke.’ 

The description of life as a journey, particularly a sacred journey that goes in a circle, 
ending where it began, supports a democratic view: an equality among people. This 
view, as it was presented in the TAP program, acknowledged that everyone has 
bumps in their journey; however these bumps were not constructed as deficits but 
rather as part of the learning journey of life. Others cannot ‘intervene’ to ‘prevent’ 
such bumps, but they can sometimes share their own gifts in order to support and 
protect individuals who are having these experiences. Ultimately, I see this 
perspective as supporting a kind of deep respect in which connecting with another 
human being means connecting with something scared.   

Another aspect of the Traditional Parenting Program that I see as important in 
supporting the development of respectful relationships was the way in which the 
program acknowledged and explored the impact of colonialism on the lives of the 
participants. For example, topics discussed early in the program included the impact 
of residential schools on aboriginal communities and families and the role of white 
authority figures such as government ‘Indian’ agents and social workers in 
discouraging traditional parenting practices. Later sessions led by the elder included 
discussion of the ways in which schools could be damaging to aboriginal children 
and the role of parents and adults in the community in protecting children from 
schools, while also supporting children to succeed in these systems. 
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These discussions validated the experiences of participants who sometimes shared 
stories of their own encounters with systems such as social services and foster care.  
During the session about residential schools, one participant remarked that she was 
now beginning to see the impact of attending residential school on her own mother. 
During the program, several participants stated that they felt this program was very 
different from other parenting programs they had attended. They indicated that the 
program was more helpful and more relevant to their lives. I think the open 
acknowledgment of the structural and historic inequalities that aboriginal people in 
Canada live with on a daily basis was one reason for this. 

In thinking about this aspect of the program, I am aware of the almost complete 
absence of any discussion of colonialism or racialized inequality in the rest of the 
data I have collected during this research. In my other observations, interviews and 
document analysis, these topics have rarely appeared which I feel is consistent with 
a trend in family literacy in Canada to ‘invisibilize’ (Donald, 2009: 6) differences that 
are rooted in our colonial history.  

Respect and Ethical Relationships 
In trying to understand the ways in which this acknowledgment of historical 
circumstances underlies the robust respect I saw present in the TAP program, and in 
trying to imagine how this might be applicable to other programs in other contexts, I 
am beginning to make connections to scholarly discussions of ethical relationships. 
For example, Donald (2009) discusses an approach to relationality that 
is ethical because it does not overlook or invisibilize the particular historical, cultural, 
and social contexts from which a particular person understands and experiences 
living in the world. It puts these considerations at the forefront of engagements 
across frontiers of difference (Donald, 2009, 6). 
 
Similarly, Ahmed discusses acknowledging ‘the multiplicity of the pasts that are 
never simply behind us’ (Ahmed, 2002, 559) and notes that ‘the immediacy of the 
face to face is affected by broader social processes that also operate elsewhere, and 
in other times, rather than simply in the present’ (Ahmed, 2002, 562). For Ahmed, it 
is only through acknowledging this past that we might move forward and hope to 
‘achieve “better” relationships with others’ (570).  
 
In my research at the Children’s Centre I saw a unique quality in the relationships 
that I feel was rooted in a kind of robust respect that I have described above. This 
kind of respect, a respect that can continue to be strongly present in the face of the 
dominant deficit discourses of family literacy work, must be a thoughtful respect, a 
respect based on a view of the other as worthy of that respect, and a respect that 
acknowledges the historical and political circumstances that lead participants and 
practitioners to be in the room together at a given moment, as Ahmed (2002) calls it, 
‘the moment of encounter’. I am interested to continue to explore how a commitment 
to robust respect might help us move toward ‘better’ relationships in programs and 
how it might counter, or perhaps somehow avoid, the dominant narrative of deficit 
that often shapes family literacy work. 
 
Notes 
1
 Names of organizations, programs and participants are pseudonyms. 
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A politicised learning society: learning and 
education during the Scottish referendum 

Jim Crowther and Alan Mackie, University of Edinburgh, UK 

Introduction 
In October 2012 the UK Coalition government agreed to the demand of the Scottish 
government, that a referendum on independence be held in September 2014. The 
question put was “Should Scotland be an independent country?” A simple majority 
would decide the future of the UK. Better Together – a coalition formed by the main 
UK political parties supported the union with a No Thanks campaign message, led by 
the former Labour Government chancellor, Alistair Darling – whereas the Yes 
campaign, which largely focused on the Scottish National Party (SNP), was a 
coalition of political groups and movements.  
 
Opinion polls in 2012 showed support for independence was between 20-25%. 
However, by the time of the vote electoral registration had reached a high of 96%, 
over 84% turned out to vote, and support for independence had risen to 44.5%. In 
the weeks prior to the vote the world’s press had arrived in the capital, camera crews 
were everywhere, the atmosphere was charged with the possibility of change; it was 
harder to find people not talking about the Referendum than talking about it. This 
transformation did not simply happen, it was the outcome of learning through politics. 
Indeed, days before the vote, two consecutive opinion polls put the Yes campaign 
narrowly in the lead, which led to panic in the UK government and a flurry of threats, 
bribes and promises: threatened price increases, a hundred Labour Party MPs 
arriving in Glasgow, a public Vow of more powers for Scotland, were just some of the 
measures that followed.  
 
It is our argument that this transformation in political engagement and increasing 
support for independence was the result of a sustained and politicised learning 
process; a process that continues today with significant implications for the whole of 
the UK.  
 

The politicised learning society  
We use the term ‘learning society’ to draw attention to learning about society in a 
range of formal and informal settings and encounters. We add the adjective 
‘politicised’ to highlight learning about the power dynamics of society and we draw 
primarily on C. Wright Mills for this purpose.  
 
The ‘quality of mind’ of the sociological imagination refers to the capacity for locating 
‘personal troubles’ in terms of ‘public issues’ and understanding the interaction 
between the two. If people are to escape the ‘traps’ they experience, Mills’ (1959) 
argues the need to understand the ‘life of the individual’, their current circumstances 
and biographical trajectory, within their own milieu and within wider issues of social 
structure and institutional practices. With this capacity – which has to be learned – 
people can become active agents in making their own history. Mills argues that 
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education for liberation has to enable people to think beyond ‘personal troubles’ and 
individual solutions to what are, in truth, shared problems that require social change 
(1963). People’s life histories, their immediate concerns and future aspirations, what 
‘troubles’ mean for them and for others in different milieus, have to bring into focus 
the practices of political, economic, educational, civic and religious institutions. 
Clearly, for Mills, education like social science is not neutral. 
 
It is our contention that during the Scottish Referendum campaign, elements of a 
politicised learning society emerged in different spaces and institutional practices, 
and adult education played a minor role in this. We firstly qualify how these spaces 
enabled people to participate. 
 

Spaces for deliberation of politics 
Gaventa’s (2006) analysis of citizen participation makes the distinction between 
‘closed’ spaces that offer no opportunities for public participation, the ‘invited’ spaces 
where authorities permit limited modes of engagement and ‘created’ spaces, which 
are usually more organic and allow greater autonomy for people to think and act on 
matters which concern them. These distinctions can be fluid, and their interaction 
significant; we examine three distinct spaces where people engaged with the 
Referendum debate.  
 

Deliberation and the media 
The ‘public’ space for the official debate was primarily conducted in the mainstream 
media through national television and daily, as well as local, newspapers. However, 
the media is primarily a ‘closed’ space with limited opportunities for people to 
represent their experiences or speak back to those who claim to represent them. 
 
The limitations of the media space for public deliberation and participation derive 
from at least two concerns. Firstly, as Bauman (1999) has argued, the media often 
trivialises public spaces by turning them into private spectacles, which deflect people 
from serious public concerns. This type of trivialisation was frequent during the 
Referendum, especially in terms of focussing on figures such as Alex Salmond, the 
former SNP leader. Secondly, a narrow elite of politicians, media commentators, 
pundits and analysts dominate participation in media presentation of politics. 
Robertson’s study (2014) of television media coverage of the Referendum during its 
first six months, showed a distinct and systematic bias in news reporting in favour of 
the union campaign (for example, usually ending news reports with negative 
statements about independence). Adding to this bias, only one UK national 
newspaper, the Sunday Herald, supported independence. Of course there were 
alternative viewpoints expressed in newspaper articles and television programmes, 
but these were the exception.  
 
In a survey we carried out (introduced below) one of the powerful and recurring 
themes in many of the comments refer to a systematic bias in the media and, in 
particular, by the BBC. In some comments this was clearly a revelation, an almost 
unbelievable recognition that the BBC would be anything less than even-handed. 
Mostly, this criticism came from declared Yes supporters, which is perhaps 
unsurprising. Claims of bias during the campaign led to demonstrations outside BBC 
Headquarters in Glasgow and, for many respondents, it also fuelled their motivation 
to find alternative information sources.  
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Deliberation and the community 
There were civic and community initiatives that did engage people in debate and 
deliberation; we can locate these between ‘invited’ and ‘created’ spaces for 
participation. Civic Scotland includes a wide range of interests, such as the business 
sector, the churches, the Scottish Trade Union Congress, affiliated unions, charities, 
the Scottish Youth Parliament, Institutes and various national voluntary organisations 
(e.g. Age Scotland, Crisis), which provided information, advice and organised 
meetings locally and nationally across the country for their different constituencies. 
The nature of the organisation determined who it engaged with. For public 
organisations with a charitable constitutional status, it was important to be politically 
neutral; the hustings format, with speakers from each campaign to provide balance, 
was common because it met this requirement of neutrality. 
 
In many cases secondary schools provided registration information for the newly 
enfranchised 16 to 17 years olds and, to a much lesser degree, educational work on 
Referendum issues was also included in the school curriculum (see Harvey, 2014). 
However, anecdotal evidence suggests that most schools were reluctant to provide 
direct educational activity and local authorities circulated strict advice on maintaining 
professional neutrality. This, of course, did not deter some committed teachers in 
engaging their students in debate. In terms of adult and community education we 
cannot be certain about the extent of provision across the country, however, it is our 
informed guess that it was on a limited scale. There were significant national 
initiatives to involve ordinary people in the debate, such as The Big Vote sponsored 
by the National Community Alliance, which organised around 20 community 
meetings across the country. However, drawing on our professional contacts across 
Scotland, we made attempts to identify community educators involved in political 
education, but this only produced a small handful of positive contacts. Having said 
that, whilst educational provision was limited, when it was provided it seemed to be 
rich, varied and invariably well attended. 
 
To give insight into some of the provision on offer there was a series of 5 
participatory public seminars in Edinburgh, covering a range of specific issues 
addressed by campaign speakers, academics, authors, etc., including an opportunity 
to develop a vision for Scotland’s future, with or without independence. There were 
programmed weekly educational classes, always well attended, on topics such as 
politics and ideology (e.g. ‘Good’ and ‘Bad’ nationalism); political literacy classes and 
workshops enabled students to discuss key issues, and familiarise themselves with 
the actual experience of voting. Classes exploring Scottish culture and history 
offered a broad Scottish focus to the curriculum which, for older adults, had been 
absent from their schooling. There were a number of locally organised Referendum 
debates with campaign speakers, sometimes addressing the general issues of 
constitutional change but also targeting specific groups, such as homeless people, to 
address personal troubles (e.g. tenancies for homeless people) in the context of 
public issues (e.g. control over welfare). To promote political education, the Workers’ 
Educational Association, along with voluntary and local authority service providers, 
established a national co-ordinating body – TALK Scotland – to disseminate 
resources (see Brechin, 2015). A web site of materials was made freely available. 
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However, in line with our earlier point about the scale of provision, the only active 
promotion of this national initiative was in Edinburgh.  
 
The Centre for Constitutional Change at the University of Edinburgh, comprising a 
number of academics from universities across Scotland, also provided informed 
briefings on issues, and a good range of impressive educational materials were 
freely available online. In addition, academic speakers made 12 contributions to 
public events, up and down the country, to give analytical overviews of the issues at 
stake. The Centre also provided a Mass Open Online Course (MOOC) on the 
Referendum debate, which had over 10,000 online participants; an ebook, written by 
academics with relevant expertise on key issues of controversy, was downloaded 
over 100,000 times.For an academic text this was unusually high.  
 
Perhaps more significantly, at the community level, there was an impressive and 
wide range of grassroots initiatives across the country, which were organised by 
committed individuals and groups to canvass for registration, distribute leaflets, 
organise meetings, generally attempt to raise awareness of the issues and promote 
independence. Some journalists and commentators interested in the Yes campaign 
made this activity visible but otherwise it was ignored in national news coverage. 
There were also pro-union community groups but these were much less active. 
Instead, organisations like the Radical Independence Campaign (RIC), Women for 
Independence and many other groups provided a radical spectrum of ideological 
positions on independence as well as opportunities to debate the issues. The first 
national meeting of RIC in 2013 attracted over 1000 participants and its strategy 
focused on engaging with impoverished communities, across the central belt of 
Scotland, where disillusioned Labour Party supporters were seen as potential 
recruits for independence. Encouraging people to register, leafleting housing 
schemes and organising local meetings, were actively promoted. 
 
Not surprisingly, both pro-union and independence campaigns were very active and 
creative in the digital sphere. The National Library of Scotland has been cataloguing 
an archive of political activity of over 700 blog sites and social media groups 
focussing on the Referendum. Without doubt social media provided a rich, vibrant, 
humorous, critical, opinionated and flourishing online space for people to engage in 
politics – to express themselves politically and creatively - outwith the restrictions of 
the mass media, formal political structures, parties and processes. We return to this 
point below.  
 

Deliberation and the private spaces of family and friendships 
A distinctive ‘created’ space of participation also emerged amongst family and 
friendship networks (online and offline).  In these organic spaces, individuals were 
able to engage in discussing the Referendum on their own terms. They were places 
to express doubt, contribute to open-ended discussion, debate passionately or to 
listen and reflect on ideas, values, information and priorities. In short, these spaces 
provided the opportunity for people to learn to be political. We have various types of 
evidence for this claim but, in the present paper, simply highlight one aspect of it. 
 

Method 
In December 2014 we undertook an online survey to document people’s learning 
experiences during the Referendum. The survey had to rely on a ‘convenience 
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sample’ (Robson 2011), in that we had no means of controlling who completed it. 
The plan was to invite responses by emailing a handful of Yes and No supporters 
known to us, asking them to complete the survey and pass on the hyperlink to their 
own networks, and through a process of ‘snowballing’ collect the data. The survey 
went viral and within the space of a week we had 1345 replies and decided to close 
it.  
 
The survey included 24 questions on a number of issues. We were particularly 
interested in the learning process; we asked people what their view had been a year 
before the Referendum and if this had changed. It is true that, looking at those who 
had decided how to vote, more respondents had intended to vote yes, but taking into 
account the ‘undecided’ and ‘other’ respondents, we have the following distribution: 
 
TABLE 1: distribution of sample in relation to voting intentions 1 year before 
Referendum 
 

DEFINITE YES 45.4 % 

DEFINITE NO 23.2 % 

UNDECIDED 26.8% 

OTHER 4.7% 

TOTAL 100.0 % 
 
Although skewed towards definite Yes voters, we need to be clear that this 
distribution refers to the voting intentions 12 months before the Referendum. The 
small group of ‘other’ refers to respondents ineligible to vote. We do not have 
statistical information about the final yes/no distribution. We do, however, have data 
about which factors respondents claimed informed their viewpoint, confirmed or 
changed their voting intention and how they eventually voted.  
 
Sources of information 
One question asked respondents to rank a list of options in order of the information 
sources they valued most (there was also an ‘other’ option which could be specified). 
The list of options was randomly changed to avoid presentational bias. The table 
below presents a vertical column of different sources of information and a horizontal 
row of age categories. The sources that were most valued are at the top, and the 
least valued are at the bottom. The p value at the end of each row indicates 
significant differences in rankings, across the age groups, based on the outcomes of 
the Chi-square test used for this purpose. Scores of items with a p value lower than 
.050 can indicate variation of preferences between age groups. However, the 
percentage columns within the age categories provide the significant information 
about what sources were most valued. 
 

TABLE 2. Most valued sources of information. (Q12 ‘Where did you get most of your 
information from? Please rank the three most important.) 

 

Age 16-24 25-44 45-60 61+ p 

Internet 
 

64.5 62.1 54.0 47.4 .003 

Personal social media (e.g. Facebook) 37.6 50.1 36.9 21.7 .000 
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Campaign social media 
 

41.9 39.9 38.9 36.2 .805 

Friends and family 
 

45.2 35.4 31.2 26.3 .012 

Television 
 

26.9 24.5 31.7 29.6 .130 

Daily newspapers 
 

17.2 16.3 23.0 36.8 .000 

Campaign material 
 

20.4 17.0 16.6 18.4 .816 

Attending meeting 
 

9.7 12.9 18.6 20.4 .018 

Involvement in a campaign group 
 

8.6 8.2 12.1 15.8 .039 

Books 
 

4.3 9.3 11.9 12.5 .111 

Attending educational activities 
 

10.8 8.2 5.0 5.9 .118 

Involvement in political party 
 

6.5 2.9 5.4 8.6 .035 

Advertisements 
 

2.2 2.3 1.7 2.0 .957 

 

One obvious point from the table is that people used a diverse range of information 
channels to help them formulate their views; involvement in campaign groups or 
political parties was not particularly significant. The sample were proactively involved 
in finding information: the Internet, campaign social media, personal social media 
and the significance of family and friends points to active and interactive processes 
of educational engagement with a political purpose. Newspapers, television and 
campaign materials were used but were of less importance; however, the p score 
highlights the fact that the over 61s valued daily newspapers significantly more than 
other age groups.  
 
What also stands out is the importance of the Internet, with many respondents 
stating that this was an essential tool for retrieving information, crosschecking media 
stories or campaign groups’ claims, and generally providing a means for individuals 
to have a greater capacity for analysing the situation. There is a sense in which this 
development has echoes of the Scottish tradition of autodidactic learning of the 19th 
century (see Cooke, 2006), which was often stimulated by political concerns, but 
without the benefits of digital technology that can facilitate self-education. The 
Internet, in these cases, appears to have provided a means of sourcing critical 
counter-arguments and providing counter-information, which it was difficult to obtain 
from mainstream sources. 
 

Post-Referendum developments 
The SNP has been the main political beneficiary, with membership more than 
trebling to over 103,000 (at the time of writing). This now makes it the third largest 
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political party in the UK, whereas the Scottish population is only one tenth of the 
country. This movement towards formal political engagement has been translated 
into increased membership of all the political parties which supported independence. 
The youth wing of the Scottish Green Party is now bigger than the total party 
membership before the Referendum; the Scottish Socialist Party has also reported a 
surge in membership. Recent polling evidence suggests around 25% of 16-17 year 
olds have joined a political party, with a similar number being involved in political 
campaigning, since the Referendum (Black, 2015). The interesting point here is that 
the informal learning processes we have documented appear to have contributed to 
a sense in which the cultural politics of communities is leading to revitalising the 
political culture of the state. 
 

Another indicator of active participation is attendance at political events, which has 
been phenomenal in the case of Yes parties and groups. The Annual Convention of 
the SNP in November 2014 attracted 12,000 members and, on the same weekend in 
Glasgow, 3,000 participants attended the RIC Annual Conference, which was fully 
booked at least three weeks before the event. The opposite trend seems to be 
occurring in the main Scottish political party supporting the union position – 
membership of the Scottish Labour Party appears to be in deep decline although the 
party refuses to publicise figures. In the UK General Election in May 2015, the 
opinion polls predict a meltdown in Scottish Labour’s electoral support. Even if this 
does not happen as dramatically as expected, there is no doubt that the Scottish 
Labour Party’s membership and electoral base has haemorrhaged support. The 
Scottish Liberal Democrats and Scottish Conservative Party have small membership 
bases so are unlikely to experience much obvious decline. 
 

Conclusion 
The different spaces which we have documented provided a variety of opportunities 
to participate in political thinking about the future of society. This politicisation of 
learning occurred particularly in communities but also organically, in and through 
families and friendship networks, in everyday contacts and discussions that engaged 
people in thinking through their ‘personal troubles’ as ‘public issues’. 
 

Underlying this active engagement with politics is not simply a conversion to political 
nationalism, but a sense in which troubles related to biography and community are 
being translated through political parties, to influence the state. This has not 
happened before in Scotland, or elsewhere in the UK. The political philosopher 
Nancy Fraser (2008, 154) holds the view that there is:  
 

… the growing gap between the two tracks of politics – one informal and located in 
civil society, the other formal and institutionalised in the state…these two tracks 
are supposed to be aligned: national civil society is supposed to map neatly onto 
the national state, which is in turn supposed to be held accountable to the national 
public sphere. In reality, however, they don’t line up. 

 
The gap Fraser refers to has started to be realigned, to some extent, in Scotland. 
Whether this continues to be the case remains to be seen. It is possible that this 
particular episode will be an exception, a ‘one-off’ experience, not to be repeated in 
the foreseeable future. But we think that there are serious grounds for optimism and 
that we are seeing a significant ‘sea change’ in how people think about politics in 
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their lives. The emergence of a political culture, in a society where discussion of 
public issues is natural and normal is, potentially, the ‘game changer’.  
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(Not so) public pedagogies: young mothers and the 
potential for teaching community  

Jeannie Daniels, University of the West of Scotland, Scotland 

Introduction  
In this paper I investigate adult education as social practice, and located in 
community. In preparation for a research project (currently under review for funding), 
I discuss the challenges I encountered when investigating how a particular 
community context is understood within contemporary adult learning and adult 
education theory and literature. 
  
The purpose of my research is to explore the potential for education and learning in 
one social location that sits outside current dominant representations of adult 
education. To do so it was necessary to understand how, in policy and research 
literature, learning and knowledge practices are constructed and constituted as 
valuable, and what this means for ways of knowing and learning; and in particular 
the informal pedagogical practices that operate in the community.  
 
Although my investigation focuses on community, I use the terms adult learning and 
adult education rather than community education, since the latter already relates 
almost exclusively to adults and so can be considered one form of adult education.  
Another reason for my choice is that the process of knowledge production and social 
practices I aim to investigate are not recognised as community education.  
 
The background to the research idea is described and located against these ideas of 
education, learning and knowledge. I explain the limitations of a theoretical approach 
using dominant theories of adult learning, adult education and community education; 
and why these were considered inadequate to identify how some forms and 
processes of education remain 'hidden' from the dominant discourses of adult 
learning.  
  
It is on some of these hidden – or ignored – knowledge practices that I focus in this 
paper, and in particular on the difficulty of locating these within contemporary 
frameworks of adult learning and adult education. I consider a theoretical approach 
appropriate to inform an investigation into the social and knowledge practices of 
young women as mothers, educators, and community builders, suggesting a way to 
make possible the theorising of these practices as adult education. 
 
Exploring the discursive landscape  
I begin by defining the terms of the landscape for my investigation. Community and 
learning are both terms that, while seemingly straightforward and obvious, require 
further interrogation if I am to be able to see community as a space and place in 
which learning occurs, and in which the subjects of my investigation are located. A 
contextualisation is needed within which understandings of community (as a location 
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for education and learning) include young mothers; and that understands their 
everyday relationships with their children as pedagogical practices.  

 
Contextualising community  
The links between adult education and strong communities are well documented 
(Crowther, Tett and Edwards, 2008; Falk, Golding and Balatti, 2000; Freire, 1976; 
hooks, 2003).  Adult education in communities takes many forms, and the term 
community education can cover the formal and informal, and can be located in 
educational sites, workplaces, community centres and the homeplace. According to 
Tett (2010, ix) ‘(c)ommunity education’s primary purpose is education within and for 
communities’. However, she notes that, in contemporary discourse, '(t)he notion of 
‘community’ is defined … in policy and practice’ in ways that work to create 
boundaries of acceptability that decide which sectors or parts of the community are 
deserving of action – or even acknowledgement. 
 
In spite of widening participation and inclusion measures, some individuals in the 
community remain outside those boundaries of acceptability: perhaps because they 
are deemed problematic (that is, they do not respond to policy measures for 
inclusion) or because they are not recognised as specific community groups. In fact 
it may be both reasons. In both instances, the social practices by which these people 
create and share knowledge, that is, how they live and learn, go unrecognised in 
educational and social policy. 
 
So it is with the social practices of knowledge-building of young mothers; that is, the 
ways by which they learn and share knowledge as they go about the everyday 
practices of bringing up the next generation of their community.   
 

Defining learning 
Learning in the community is an accepted and important aspect of adult education; 
and adult education and adult learning, while not the same thing (Merriam and 
Brockett, 2007), are both concerned with knowledge production and exchange.  
However, making the distinction between learning and education has taken on some 
significance, with Merriam and Brockett (2007, 5) claiming that ‘…indeed it is 
important to do so when trying to arrive at a comprehensive understanding of adult 
education’. Such a distinction, while helping us to define and understand the field, 
also limits how we are able to think about – to conceptualise - learning and 
education.  According to Merriam and Brockett while education naturally 
encompasses learning, learning itself can occur outside education. And while 
learning may therefore appear to be a less problematic concept, located within this 
definition of education, learning becomes limited to formally recognised, structured or 
semi-structured processes, often focused on paid employment as the goal (Hinton-
Smith, 2012). 
  
From a higher education perspective, this is certainly the case. Although there is an 
increasing awareness of the need for universities to connect with the wider 
community, such links are usually via widening participation strategies to encourage 
a broader section of the community to engage in formal learning (see for example 
Armstrong and Cairnduff, 2011;Hinton-Smith, 2012; Osborne, 2003). Whether the 
aim is for more individuals to enter university, or for the university to reach out into 



116 
 

the community, as described by Osborne (2003), it is the knowledge of the university 
that is presumed to be valuable. 
   
The language of broader educational policies echoes this validation of some forms of 
knowledge over others. The discourses of adult learning and adult education that are 
produced in the UK and EU also emphasise the need to include, in this arrangement, 
those who currently do not participate; and who, according to the European 
Commission (2015), are ‘non-learners’. Those that have not engaged – and so may 
also be deemed to be non- learners -- are constructed as problematic, challenging, 
and in need of ‘additional support to overcome barriers’ (Education Scotland, n.d.) 
Such discourses of community, of education and of learning not only represent a 
particular way of describing, producing and valuing knowledge but also make 
problematic the concept of learning. These discourses pay little heed to the social 
practices through which individuals learn in other ways as members of their 
community.   
 

Background to the project  
The project that prompted this paper seeks to determine how to acknowledge the 
social/knowledge practices operating within a high population of young (under 20 
years of age) mothers engaged in bringing up the next generation of their community 
in a town currently experiencing high unemployment, in the south west of Scotland; 
economic inactivity amongst those aged 16-74 sits at 35% (Renfrewshire Council, 
2014). In this community teenage pregnancy is common, as is teenage motherhood, 
with young women usually keeping their children and caring for them either alone or 
with support from a partner and/or grandparents. Over 4,000 children under the age 
of five years live in the town which has a population of approximately 75,000, of 
whom over 2,000 are females aged between 15 and 19 years (Renfrewshire Council, 
2014). Low income and lack of employment and opportunities feature (perhaps not 
necessarily voluntarily) in the lives of many of these young mothers and their 
children. 
   
The higher education institution that is located in the centre of the town claims to 
connect with the community around it, and to share resources (and presumably 
knowledge) with that community. Connections have been made with local sporting 
clubs, nearby schools and with the local council, but does not extend to including 
those community members whose everyday (and related social practices) lies 
outside, or on the boundaries of, the contemporary discourses of acceptability 
critiqued by Tett (2010). Excluded in this way are those such as the chronically 
unemployed, disengaged youth, and others who may be perceived to be ‘a drain’ on 
the welfare system, including teenage mothers. 
   
While all these individuals experience a lack of acknowledgement of the value of 
their social practices, the focus of this project is on young mothers. I would argue 
that, as carers for the community of the future, these young women would surely 
have a substantial investment in developing that community. They presently have 
little say in how their community is organised and perceived, and, as is the case 
more widely, there is little recognition of the learning exchanges that occur between 
these mothers and their children, or the knowledge practices that inform their daily 
activities of care, and their aims and plans for the future for themselves and their 
children. But, because these young women are not seen, in educational or economic 
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terms, as a community group - and are certainly not a community organisation in the 
way that a football club or volunteer network may be seen as an educational or 
social development site – they are unlikely to be targeted for consideration as co-
producers of knowledge through educational partnerships.   
 

Theoretical and methodological challenges  
Having located the focus of my investigation outside the dominant discourses of 
community and of adult learning, the next step was to find a way of looking at the 
processes of mothering. In attempting to theorise these processes as a form of adult 
education, and to develop a methodology for my project, I faced the following 
challenges: 
  
While the debate over the use of the terms adult education and adult learning is a 
minor one and I have chosen to use both terms (and occasionally interchangeably), 
it is the defining and positioning of adult education and adult learning in current 
neoliberal educational and economic policies that restricts how adults' ways of 
learning and knowing can be conceptualised (Gouthro, 2009). This was my first 
challenge to locating the processes of mothering in the contemporary adult learning 
literature. 
 
My second challenge was that, in looking towards a critical theoretical stance for the 
investigation, I found I had to move beyond the emancipatory discourses that have 
taken us to current neoliberal definitions of community practices and needs, and that 
decide who has the right to be included in useful education (Gouthro, 2009). These 
emancipatory approaches - to gender issues, to adult learning, to community needs - 
such as those promoted in the latter half of the 20th century, promised much for the 
advancement of genuinely inclusive educational practices. A cursory viewing of the 
language of contemporary adult education documents, however, would suggest that, 
although widening participation is still firmly on the agenda, there is now no need – 
or no will - to acknowledge the differences amongst the community of learners.  
There is now one approach to inclusion and it is non-gendered (or perhaps by 
presenting the learner as generic, it is actually profoundly gendered). The 
emancipatory discourses have not produced the inclusiveness that was their aim, 
and women are in some ways less visible than before. I felt the need to move 
beyond the emancipatory legacy of Freire, in the search for a way to overcome this 
challenge, and to do so, I looked back to - or at least, revisited - the feminist texts of 
the latter half of the 20th century. 
 
As a critical feminist theorist, in my research I firstly look for what has been 
assumed, then what has/who have been hidden or ignored, and, significantly, the 
implications for those who are  'left out' (Gouthro, 2009; Hart, 1995).  Gouthro (2009) 
recognised the ongoing problem of the 'omission' of women from these texts, noting 
that this was because much of women's experiences took place within the home.  
She explains how ‘(t)he influence of neoliberalism renders the homeplace invisible 
by linking it with the ‘private’ realm, which neatly ‘tucks away’ untidy concerns around 
gender inequities’ (158). Even now, despite her argument for an approach that 
'troubles commonly accepted parameters of ‘public’ and ‘private’' (157) women are 
not often made visible, and western/northern male perspectives, limited through their 
location in masculinist cultural and institutional locations and discourses, still 
overwhelmingly dominate contemporary critical adult education (Marx, Gramsci and 
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Freire are readily recognisable male theorists who dominate the literature and 
overshadow the works of feminist scholars such as D.E Smith and Nancy Fraser).  
Feminist critical theory is fast disappearing from 21st century adult 
education/learning. In the process, adult learning and adult education discourses 
have become sanitised; as far as gender differences are concerned the challenges 
and the problems (that is, the individuals) and thus the available solutions to them 
are homogeneous and generic. How, therefore, do I investigate a particular group of 
women within a theoretical paradigm that does not differentiate between women and 
men, far less young mothers in the community? 
 

Motherwork – a way in? 
To explore, as pedagogical processes, activities occurring informally between young 
mothers and their children, I found myself returning to the work of Mechthild Hart 
(1987, 1995, 2002). Hart focuses on the unpaid work that women undertake, and 
critiques its lack of acknowledgement in policy and in the academic literature. In 
1995, she identified:  
 

a (still predominantly) Western, Eurocentric, and masculinist framework which is 
rooted in fundamental conceptual dualisms. Such a binary frame opposes "family" 
and "work", the "private" and the "public", "productive" and "reproductive" labor' 
(Hart, 1995, 101). 
  

I would argue that this description fits well with current policy approaches to adult 
education, focused strongly as it is on preparation for paid work. Hart explores the 
discourses of paid work through a lens that views work and education as 
interconnected practices, and has coined the term motherwork to describe the 
family-centred activities and responsibilities that women engage with as mothers.  
She explains: 'if one considers the vitality of motherwork, one also faces the task of 
developing a notion of social change that is intertwined with work and education' 
(Hart, 1995, 121). 
 
Hart's concept, though located in a discourse of work, also offers a theoretical 
location from which to begin an investigation of the pedagogical and educative 
nature of motherwork, and provides a discursive entry point for my investigation.  
Since my aim is to investigate and identify the social practices by which young 
mothers engage with, and educate, their children, the notion of motherwork as an 
educative process also enables the language of adult education and adult learning to 
be applied. In this way, the pedagogy is made visible.  
 

Broadening the discussion  
It has long been recognised that discourses maintain and gain power from their 
ability to monopolise, and so to strengthen the particular ways of knowing that they 
promote (Smith 1987). This is the case with the dominant discourse of contemporary 
adult learning. Adult learners, too, are thus defined in ways that meet the goals of 
that discourse and its agenda. Meanwhile, many challenges to inclusion remain, as 
policy-makers attempt to address the continuing non-participation of some members 
of the community. 
 
So what of the social practices - that is, the knowledge making activities - of the 
people who live and learn within communities when these people are labelled as 
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deficit and their ways of knowing not recognised? Community education, that is, 
education outside the academy, is not only an accepted form of adult education, but 
is more and more acknowledged from within the academy as well as through 
broader educational and economic policies. This acknowledgement comes with a 
caveat, however: in the discourses of adult education policies only certain people 
constitute community and only certain forms of knowledge are valued. The home 
place, where much of the interaction between children and their mothers occurs 
(Gouthro, 2005), is still not recognised as a site of community learning. 
  
Perhaps the solution to these ongoing challenges is to recognise as equally valid 
and valuable, other forms of knowledge production that occur and that are produced 
from everyday experiences. Any exploration of adult education as it happens within 
communities should embrace not only the diverse and complex nature of 
communities and of their individual members, but new and different ways in which 
education and learning themselves might be conceptualised.   
 
Parenting and mothering is one such form of learning and knowing, so presumably 
also of knowledge production. In particular, the relationship that emerges when 
women become mothers can be understood as an educational process that 
incorporates an awareness of family and broader community relationships (Gouthro, 
2005; Hart, 2002). These young women have the potential to contribute substantially 
to actively shaping future communities, and it is this aspect of the potential of young 
mothers as change makers that will be a focus of my research. 
 

In summary 
In many ways the contemporary discourse of adult education, while admitting that 
some sections of the community remain excluded and disengaged, has returned to 
promoting the exclusionary practices that critical emancipatory theorists attempted to 
address almost half a century ago. The answer to issues of inclusion may require a 
wider concept of what constitutes learning, education, and valuable knowledge. 
The educative processes of mothering, that Hart (2002, 1995) calls motherwork, 
offer one such approach to understanding education more broadly. Young mothers, 
especially those in environments where disengagement from employment and from 
formal education is commonplace, risk being overlooked as a community group in 
their own right, far less as a potential source of knowledge and learning. However, I 
argue that this group engages in a (not so) public pedagogy that has potentially a 
valuable contribution to make towards the community of which they are a part, to the 
future of that community, and to enhance broader formal education's understanding 
of the scope of pedagogical practices that operate across all sectors of society.  
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Workers’ Educational Association: a crisis of 
identity? Personal perspectives on changing 
professional identities 

Sam Davis, Leeds Beckett University, UK 

Introduction 
This paper presents some of the key findings from a qualitative study I conducted 
between 2005-2014 which explored the impact of a dramatically changed 
educational landscape on informal adult educators who had been working with and 
for the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) since the 1980s.The WEA - a 
voluntary organisation established in 1903 to 'promote the higher education of 
working men' (Doyle, 2003, 6) has grown to become the UK's largest voluntary adult 
education provider with an organisational mission to educate for 'a better world, 
equal, democratic and just' (WEA, 2013). 
  
My interest in this - and more specifically in the impact of policy upon praxis -  arose 
from a personal and professional commitment to the concept of 'really useful 
knowledge' (Johnson,1979), which I interpret as the kind of political consciousness 
raising that reflects an active, educative commitment to local democracy and global 
social justice. Again, for both personal and professional reasons these have been 
important and developing commitments throughout my life which I keenly felt were 
under threat in the early 1990s as a result of growing instrumentalism in education 
and the advancement of a neo-liberal agenda .This informed the location and 
methodology of my research. 
 
Largely based on the rich narratives from six of the WEA's longest-serving adult 
educators, I deploy a critical realist analysis of the data to reveal some fascinating 
personal insights about how and why the professional identities of informal adult 
educators are changing, but in doing so, discover an over-arching meta-narrative 
about the structure - agency relationship. Using Archer’s multi-layered theory of the 
morphogenetic cycle (1995), I illustrate in detail how these narratives demonstrate 
the formation of agency and uncover the conditions necessary for agential powers to 
develop and flourish, which as my research shows, creates social actors who are 
powerful enough to effect transformations at an individual and societal level.  
 
The research participants 
The sample consisted of three men and three women who volunteered to take part in 
this research. All satisfied the essential criteria of serving the WEA for a minimum of 
20 years and having performed the vitally important post of WEA Tutor Organiser for 
the same amount of time. Having exceeded data saturation point with six participants 
I sought no further contributions. As is evident from their biographies, each 
gravitated to the WEA in very different ways and for different reasons: 
  
Liz was a former nurse who joined the WEA 20 years ago as a part-time tutor, before 
becoming a full-time Tutor Organiser. She described herself as a feisty working 
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class, anti-imperialist woman. This political identity is important to her and is directly 
linked with the WEA in some way because it allowed her to operate within these 
labels, and is why she chose to work for the WEA. 
  
Pat (now retired) was a secondary school teacher before joining the WEA for a 
career that spanned 30 years. Pat recalled the turning point for her and her 
relationship with the WEA was when she attended a joint WEA course called, 'A 
Woman's Place'. It was her first introduction into feminist theory, and it was the first 
time she experienced an environment of like-minded people where she could find a 
theoretical framework for her thoughts.  
 
Jim (who has now left the WEA) spent over 20 years with the Association. He first 
came into contact with the WEA as a student on a short course when he was 
working as a labourer. He went on to become a part-time tutor, a full-time Tutor 
Organiser and Regional Education Manager. His own school experiences gave him 
his political perspective and a mistrust of formal examinations as an indication of 
intellectual capability and worth. Jim believed that working for the WEA enabled him 
to engage working class adults who were denied an education, and to inspire them 
through literature in the way it inspired him. 
 
Sheila was a former sewing machinist and miner's wife. She has worked for the WEA 
for over 20 years as a tutor, Tutor Organiser and Regional Education Manager. The 
Miners' Strike in 1984/85 was a key event in her life and it is at this time she became 
involved with the 'political side of things'. It is where her education started and it 
introduced her to activities which encompassed everything from reading a novel to 
doing some analysis of how this linked into her own life. 
  
Rob has been associated with the WEA for over 20 years: first as a voluntary 
member whilst at university and then as a full-time Tutor Organiser. He formerly 
worked for a major trade union and an organisation that did campaign work for the 
unemployed. He currently works as a Regional Educational Manager. Rob described 
himself as a socialist and chose to work for the WEA because he believed that 
education could be used as a tool by which a better world could be won. 
 
Nigel was attracted to the WEA because of his interest in trade unions and shop 
steward education. He had no prior connections to the WEA before joining as a tutor 
and said that at the time he did not know what the organisation stood for. His career 
as a Tutor Organiser spans over 27 years and is currently a Regional Director. He 
doesn't see the WEA as ideologically driven, but as an organisation which offers 
marvellous opportunities to do interesting work.  
 

Research Methodology 
From 2005 - 2007 I engaged in in-depth desktop research about the WEA: its 
history, values and practices because as an outsider I felt this was important in order 
to gain a 'deep understanding of the relevant literature' (Anderson and Arsenault, 
1998, 154ff). Also, as Holstein and Gubrium (1995, 46) point out: 
 

Background knowledge in any research circumstance, involving all types of        
interviewers and respondents, provides direction and precedent, connecting the    
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researcher's interest to the respondents' experience, bridging the concrete and 
abstract. 
 

I then held individual conversational interviews for 90 minutes in locations agreeable 
to the participants (home; work; a college and library). The recorded interviews were 
then transcribed verbatim. 
  
The levels of narrative competence (Willis, 1990, 5) demonstrated by each of the 
participants resulted in six highly reflexive biographical narratives which were rich 
with 'thick description' (Geertz,1973) and loaded with fascinating insights about the 
impact of policy upon informal adult education practice since the1980s. Despite the 
personal nature of the narratives there emerged some cross cutting themes which 
resonated with all the participants and indeed with dominant themes in found the 
wider literature.  
 
Key Findings  
 
1. Individual and Organisational Autonomy 
Without exception, all the participants highlighted the importance of personal 
autonomy in their role, giving them the license to interpret the organisational mission 
according to their own interests. This freedom was supported by the WEA's original 
structure of semi-autonomous Branches and Districts and resulted in what many of 
the participants consider to be WEA best practice and even part of its unique identity 
which was about promoting and addressing a local agenda; encouraging diversity; 
taking risks; experimenting with provision in the community; being flexible and 
responding to the needs of its students. However, it appears that this structure which 
supported those practices and provision had some serious weaknesses, as Nigel 
explained: 
 

If you look at the way the WEA used to be, you can see… you’ve got all those 
embedded habits of personal ownership at work, diversity and an absence of any 
proper management structure: an absence of clarity about budgets, targets and 
quality regime. Clearly people’s autonomy and ownership of their work’s important, 
but you really didn’t get any feedback on your work with the WEA back then, and 
there was no staff review system or any informal equivalent of that, so you 
wouldn’t really get a lot of advice or guidance about how to develop your work - 
[which] was quite diverse ... there weren’t a lot of common strands, and so 
although it gave marvellous opportunities to do interesting work, it meant your 
work was quite a specific and personal thing…So as an organisation it was 
shambolic to be honest, and not particularly coherent…  

 
The internal restructure of the 90's and the more recent radical restructure of the 
WEA in 2004 swept away the Association's original federal structure - and with it 
the quintessential WEA roles of Tutor Organiser and lay tutor - with the general 
effect of professionalising and standardising WEA processes and provision: 
  

Sheila: The Learning and Skills Council priorities have affected the WEA mission 
because what we’ve now got to do is set up courses which fit into a particular 
remit: we’ve got to have 10 bums on seats, and we’ve got to show a clear 
progression route from those courses, whereas the model we’re talking about is 
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one about a process, which can take time. What I’m interested in, is the impact on 
local communities and a course doesn’t have an impact on communities. You 
need to gather folk together to say: what are the issues affecting our community 
and what can we do about it? And only by educating local people can they bring 
about changes, it’s not about us bringing about changes - it’s about local 
communities bringing about changes, and a sense of ownership, and a course 
doesn’t give people a sense of ownership. So the priorities are shifting us away 
from what I feel WEA should be about. 

 
2. Funding and Quality Assurance 
Working in unison, the functions of funding and inspection had already successfully 
restructured Community Education (Mae and Shaw, 1995, 207-8) an important  
ideological site for alternative adult pedagogy, and these same functions were now 
impacting on the WEA. Reliant on state funds, the WEA could not circumvent the 
strict criteria used to release those funds; nor could they escape the positivist quality 
assurance processes that managed their use. One of the effects of the funding 
regime was to formalise informal processes by cutting out the engagement role of 
the Tutor Organiser - which took staff away from what they loved doing best: meeting 
people and organising community activities such as coffee mornings; residentials or 
informal groups for women to have a go at designing and delivering their own 
learning. Sheila explained: 
 

The funding doesn’t allow us to engage in that kind of process - unless we’re 
bringing in external funding - which we’ve recently just done, to test out 
engagement models ...and… I got quite excited about it cause’ I thought: the 
WEA’s not been doing this for a long time. What we do now is offer courses. So I 
jumped in and said, ‘Can we have that money?’ and you know, we did manage to 
appoint a development worker, and this approach has proved successful time and 
time again. There’s been enough written about it actually, and we know now what 
works…But that’s my experience - equally it’s the experience of lots of other adult 
education theorists, you know… [like when] Jane Thompson had written a piece 
around is there anyone out there who’s still engaged in good adult education? 

 
The terms of the funding regime affected all organisations in receipt of state funds 
and, over time, blurred the distinctions that once existed between the providers as 
they geared up to deliver the educational priorities of the state. This resulted in the 
WEA providing more basic skills education and award bearing courses. For an 
organisation that claimed to be demand led, non-vocational and emancipatory this 
was problematic. As Rob pointed out: 
 

The whole agenda now is very focussed on the individual and that is dangerous, 
because, of course, it takes away from the whole notion of the collective aspects of 
our type of education. That again is Government policy: where everything’s built 
round individual learning plans, a sort of individualisation of education, I suppose. 

 
Avoiding the narrow instrumentalism of Government policy through subversion rarely 
happened because organisations could not escape the Learning and Skills Council 
(LSC) demands or the Inspectorate's extensive authority, which could scrutinise 
providers and enforce their compliance to deliver what the Adult Learning 
Inspectorate (ALI) perceived to be good quality in teaching and learning.  
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It is clear from this research that ALI's definition was prescriptive: visualising the 
student journey as an unproblematic, linear pathway of distinct and incremental parts 
from initial assessment to qualification stage. This was at odds with the WEA's 
understanding of good quality adult education which was more inclusive and like 
education characteristic of the sector, messy. Forced to comply with its funder and 
the inspectorate, this agenda of 'improvement' had the greatest impact on the role of 
the lay tutor, one of the WEA's oldest and most democratic functions:  
 

Liz: One of the best tutors I’ve ever worked with… was a train driver - an 
autodidact, who was very enthusiastic about classical music and taught the best 
music appreciation courses anybody could ever wish to attend. He would be 
excluded from teaching at the WEA now, because he doesn’t have teaching 
qualifications… 

 
The professionalisation of the WEA has not only removed lay tutors from teaching 
but Tutor Organisers also who, post 2004, increasingly began to manage more staff 
and quality assurance issues. Professionalisation under the banner of improvement 
has also weakened the once powerful student voice as genuine opportunities to 
influence the WEA's educational agenda have diminished. This divided opinion 
within the cohort because despite being able to single out some tangible benefits as 
a result of professionalisation ( it is now easier to roll-out best practice from 
curriculum groups across the WEA, exploit greater economies of scale in resourcing 
and offer a more coherent accredited programme) the majority felt that it had 
weakened the voluntary movement:  
 

Rob: There’s been this massive professionalisation of the whole sector…driven 
forward with a vengeance by LSC and the DfES, and obviously we’re in there, and 
that’s been a double edged sword. I’m personally naturally wary about 
professionalisation. I think it was George Bernard Shaw who said, ‘all professions 
are a conspiracy against the laity.’ I rather like that, anyway, here I am sitting as a 
professional, so called, but I think we have to be a bit self-critical and sceptical 
about the whole notion of professionalism. That said, we have to function, we have 
to be good don’t we?  

 
This begs the question: what should the WEA be good at? For the participants of this 
study it meant putting the learners' needs before policy objectives, which, as my 
research highlights, has become difficult - if not impossible - to do. This has had a 
serious impact on the role of the student in the WEA, curtailing their ability to 
influence their learning or become involved in the wider movement. Highlighted as a 
concern by the cohort, the WEA's students and the voluntary movement form the last 
of the commonly identified themes. 
 
3. WEA Students and the Voluntary Movement 
Without question, the ideological restructuring of education in recent years has had 
the greatest impact on the adult learner, transforming the what, how and why of adult 
education. Nowhere have these changes been more evident than in the WEA where 
learners used to be an inextricable part of an empowering educational experience 
and movement. The role of the 'special relationship' between the tutor and student 
was crucial in this, but as my study reveals, developments in WEA provision – 
particularly the externally generated Workplace and Community Programmes - have 
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weakened this connection, leaving tutors and students cut off from the movement, 
and sometimes even unaware of the WEA's historic educational purpose: 
 

Rob: The organisation was based on a lay movement, (which it still is, albeit 
weak), and there is an issue about what is the relationship between a tutor and a 
class, and the students and the voluntary movement? What is the methodology of 
the WEA? What is the intention of a WEA class? …[S]ome of the WEA practice 
remains in the best tradition, in other words: the relationship is one of equality, it’s 
one where the tutor has something to offer, but so do the students – ‘we’re all 
teachers’, ‘we’re all learners’, that sort of philosophy. It’s one of democratic 
practice, and negotiating a curriculum...  

 
Thus, the very purpose and praxis of WEA education was embedded within this 
'special relationship', through which 'hard to reach' adult learners were encouraged 
to participate, but more importantly - and critically for an educational movement - act. 
This special relationship seems to have been defined by the presence of three 
specific elements: 1) an informal methodology; 2) a commitment to egalitarian 
relationships and 3) the belief that education should serve the interests of 
participative democracy. In this way, the adult learner could not only shape their own 
education locally, but develop their agency to influence a much bigger educational 
agenda.  
 
Conclusion 
It is clear from my research that the structures once supporting 'really useful 
knowledge' in the WEA (and beyond) have changed and that this has radically 
transformed every aspect of adult education in the UK today. The spaces where 
informal, transformative adult education used to occur have been squeezed, factored 
out at the planning stages, making it extremely challenging for adult educators to 
practice what they commonly refer to as socially purposeful education. These 
performative instrumental forces that have shaped education over the last 40 years 
have resulted in a ubiquitous form of 'Benetton-style educational provision' 
(Thompson, 1993) that is not just ineffectual in breaking the cycle of disadvantage, 
but arguably supports and reproduces it. 
 
This should concern the state because rising inequalities have a lasting social and 
financial cost: blighting the lives of great swathes who, once confined to the 'swine 
heap' (Williams, 1961) become a burden to the Welfare State. Given the obvious 
need, the question arises as to whether the state can afford not to act. However, as 
my historical analysis shows, the state rarely acts – and when it does - provides only 
short-term remedial relief.   
 
The Future of the Old Tradition in Adult Education 
Taking stock of the much altered educational climate, it is questionable whether the 
state will knowingly fund the structures that will once again support 'really useful 
knowledge'. It is certainly evident that the Government will not support the functions 
necessary for the WEA to strengthen its own voluntary movement - so what hope is 
there for adult educators who believe in the old tradition? Some of the cohort 
believed that 'fine possibilities' would still continue to exist to do work around social 
inclusion, poverty and development  but others were more sceptical, unconvinced 
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that adult education - in its current guise - would be capable of creating agents who 
could act collectively for the common good. 
 
Creating such agents is vital, not only for the future of 'really useful knowledge' but 
for participatory democracy so that we can gain a deeper understanding of the 
problems that cause disadvantage and participate in finding solutions (Boggs, 1991). 
This is crucial if we are 'to work for a political community in which democracy has 
some meaning' (Smith, 1994, 4). I believe Archer's theory of human agency (1995, 
2000) is valuable here and I used this framework to analyse the participants' 
narratives which illuminated how agency is formed; under what conditions it 
flourishes and how ordinary people can develop to do extra-ordinary things. 
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Transformation and self-discovery: an older 
learner’s critical reflection on returning to full-time 
university study 

Qun Ding, The Hebrew University, Israel 

Introduction 
In order to sustain economic growth and meet the demand for highly skilled labour, 
with the support of the World Bank, the Chinese government has started to 
encourage the massification of higher education since the 1990s. In this context, 
new educational policies have been released in order to provide potential adult 
students with a second chance to receive full-time higher education. For 
undergraduate study, the limitations based on marital status and age for national 
college entrance examinations were abolished in 2001. Accordingly, adults who are 
older than 25 or are married can currently qualify for entry as full-time students in 
public higher education sectors on condition that they pass the annual national 
college entrance examinations. This significant change allows adults to pursue full-
time undergraduate study in higher education institutions through the formal 
traditional route.  
 
Owing primarily to the above policy change, one adult (SG) in this paper had the 
opportunity to pursue full-time undergraduate study in his 50s. SG, born in the 
1950s, experienced such events as the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), the reform 
and opening-up of China (1980s- Present) as well as mass higher education (2000 – 
Present). His life course was greatly shaped by these political, economic, 
educational and social changes. Before entry to higher education, he played the 
sequential roles of a teacher in further education, a state factory technical leader, a 
public sector worker and a business owner. In 2006, he passed the national 
university entrance examination and realised his dream of studying full-time at 
university. This paper explores SG’s university experience concerning the 
transformation of self, and examines how the transformative learning occurred by 
using the life history interview and documentary research.  
 
Theoretical and methodological basis 
Knowles et al.’s (1998) model of assumptions about adult learners, Bourdieu and 
Passeron’s (1990) work on pedagogic action and Illeris’ (2014) new definition of 
transformative learning, as well as Merrill’s (1999) and O'Boyle’s (2014) work on 
mature students were quoted to explore SG’s university experience. To explore his 
perspectives on university life and himself, I selected phenomenology as a research 
paradigm because it emphasises people’s perceptions of what happens. I thus 
adopted the life history interview, which helped to develop an understanding of his 
past and present life experiences in a fuller way than other methods would allow.   
In the three hour interview, SG chronologically narrated his family, schooling and 
employment background – particularly his programmed life in the Cultural Revolution 
– and university experience whilst referring to how his life had been influenced by 
external circumstances relating to political, economic, and social changes in Chinese 



130 
 

society. His narratives proved critical to an understanding of why he had decided to 
enter university as a full-time mature undergraduate at that particular moment in his 
life (outside of this paper), why he preferred to interact with his younger peers from 
rural areas, why he frequently mentioned the term ‘independent thinking’ when 
describing his university life. As Merrill (1999) points out, using biographies facilitates 
an analysis of the intersections of history, individual experiences, and social 
structure. After the interview, I invited him to read a Chinese transcript of the 
interview and my writing about him, which I had translated from English into Chinese. 
Additionally, I adopted the method of documentary research because SG actively 
provided his informal essays without them being solicited. In the last few years, he 
had written these essays concerning his previous and current experiences, his 
feelings about them and his perceptions of Chinese situations. All of these were 
useful adjuncts to the life history interview (Yin, 2009). His writings provided more 
detailed information about the context of events such as the Chinese Cultural 
Revolution – including the explanation of the particular vocabulary used in that 
period, some of which had been unknown to me. Moreover, these writings 
contributed to the analysis of his identity; for instance, he disclosed feelings which 
were not easily expressed through the interview. As Knight (2002) mentions, the 
process of writing stories actually helps to construct and even change a writer’s 
identity.  
 
Research findings 
 
Integrating into university life: readiness for learning  
Entry to university meant that SG fulfilled his youth dream. He valued the opportunity 
of having a total university student experience; he broke with his previous work and 
engaged with the university. He participated as an equal in most university activities 
including military training and physical education, without special treatment, whilst 
living with younger students in the student accommodation during term time. Having 
the desires to increase his knowledge and to seek answers to current social 
problems through learning, he thus fully committed himself to learning without family 
and work obligations. As Knowles et al. (1998) suggest, adult students have a 
problem-solving learning orientation and are ready to learn. Having a thirst for and 
commitment to knowledge, SG was diligent about class attendance: ‘I’ve never 
missed classes and have rarely been late for class’ (SG). He also preferred lecturers 
who were ‘knowledgeable’ and ‘responsible’ as well as who ‘had independent 
thinking… without using books in class’. As he remarked: 

There’re a few good lecturers in this university. A lecturer who taught us the 
ancient Chinese had his own thinking. He explained the initial meaning of a word. 
He analysed each word and article in depth… He influenced me a lot… A young 
lecturer taught us Chinese cultural classics. He didn’t use books in class. He had 
rich knowledge, so he was very relaxed in class and could easily explain each 
question very clearly… His teaching style helped me a lot. He guided students’ 
reading. In fact, I had read some Chinese ancient books before, but I had felt it 
hard to understand them. Under his guidance, I felt it easy to read them. What’s 
more, he had his own thinking… Therefore, I think that it’s worth studying in this 
university… Another lecturer who taught us painting was very young and just had 
a baby. I learned a lot from her. She was a responsible teacher. 
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SG often discussed matters with the good lecturers after class. Some of them 
willingly developed a positive relationship with him outside classroom environment. 
In agreement with Wyatt (2011), the lecturers were more likely to appreciate both his 
maturity and life experiences and treat him with more respect. SG mainly used his 
identity as a learner to interact with the good lecturers. Through the interaction, he 
gained satisfactory learning experience and developed his capacity for self-learning: 
‘I’ve learned something new… I learn by myself under the guidance of the lecturers’ 
(SG). By linking what he was learning with social contexts, he also developed an 
alternative understanding of Chinese current social circumstances. For instance, he 
explained how he understood the conception of ‘Harmonious Society’ promoted by 
the government: 

Now I think about what I read. I read some Chinese ancient books and tried to 
understand each character of the term ‘harmony’. After understanding each 
character clearly, I think about the current. The conception of harmonious society 
promoted is not simple… According to the ancient explanation of the term 
‘harmony’, it means each individual member of the society has rice to eat and an 
individual says what s/he wants to say. 

In this sense, according to Kegan (1994, 278), SG possessed ‘a mature learning 
style’ and had the ability to develop his critical consciousness and ‘reflect on and 
challenge the socially constructed discourses in which (he has) been embedded and 
the inherited beliefs imbued in youth’ (cited in Kennedy 2002, 437). Additionally, he 
hunted for books concerning the Cultural Revolution and read them in order to 
continue seeking answers to the question why such good teachers as his parents 
had been treated as bad people. His oppressive life in the Cultural Revolution was 
still very much part of his psyche. During that turbulent period, SG lost his rights to 
education and experienced social discrimination from his urban peers because of his 
family origins. He had to do physical work in rural areas in his teens, but he was 
treated warmly by local peasants. He recalled in his writings:  

They (peasants) smiled at me. Their eyes showed that they cared about me, but I 
had bad experiences when I was in the city. When I met my classmates on the 
streets, they looked down on me so I avoided them as much as I could. 

I spent ten years living at the lowest level of society. Like an ant, I lived for a 
crumb. The buried ten years of my youth caused me to feel close to them (people 
from rural areas). In my heart, I still view myself as one of them. 

Partly based on the previous experience, SG made intimate friends at university with 
students from rural areas. In his youth, he had a controlled and programmed life 
which was completely determined by the then social circumstances because of his 
family origins of teachers. This was because the Cultural Revolution involved a 
dominant form of collective violence against teachers and intellectuals. He had no 
chance to express his own wishes and make his own life choices. This repression 
might have aroused his current strong belief that ‘I speak my heart’ (SG’s writings) 
and his initial refusal to be a ‘good student’ at university, according to a traditional 
definition. 
 
‘I am not a good student’ 
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The university initially saw SG as a good student: he liked learning – indeed, he 
pursued full-time higher education in his 50s; compared with most younger students, 
he made a greater commitment to learning. His initial identity as a good student was 
thus shaped by other people’s perceptions of him based on the traditional model of a 
good student, but he refused to be such a good student: ‘I told them I was not a good 
student … (although) I worked very hard and received very good marks’ (SG). Later, 
the initial social identification was changed because he was found not to be ‘the sort 
of person who fits in with their very traditional ideology’ (SG). The University staff 
realised that he was not an obedient student but a resistant student who challenged 
and even defied authority.  
 
As mentioned previously, SG preferred the lecturers with independent thinking, 
whose ‘teaching is not didactic and text-bound’ (SG). He differentiated good lecturers 
from others on the basis not of their titles but of their ways of thinking. As he said, ‘In 
my age, I don’t care who has a doctorate and who is a professor’. Here, in my view, 
owing not only to his age but also to his critical consciousness, SG was able to 
‘distance himself from his own attraction to the professional mystique’ (Schon, 1983, 
301). Consequently, when SG was sceptical about what several lecturers said, he 
spoke out, offering his opinions and even challenging them in class: 

Because of my age, lecturers sometimes asked me to say something and then I 
spoke up in lectures. Sometimes lecturers asked students to give opinions freely 
and then I gave my opinions. Sometimes I raised my hand and expressed my 
ideas when I disagreed with what some lecturers said. For example, once I 
attended a lecture about history and spoke out… When I finished my speech, 
some students clapped but that lecturer had no response at that time… I seemed 
angry when I expressed my opposing opinions but he was still peaceful… Later we 
both still said ‘hello’ when we ran into each other. I told my classmates that I 
adored him because of this. However, some lecturers can’t do the same as that 
lecturer used to. A lecturer who taught us figure drawing asked us to draw a 
beautiful dancing girl… He asked me, ‘You seem not to listen to me carefully. Do 
you have any opinion?’ I said frankly, ‘I think what you advocate is extremely 
vulgar.’ I refused to draw it. I drew the victims of the Sichuan earthquake1… The 
score he gave me was even lower than of those who didn't attend his lectures. 

In common with the findings of Wyatt (2011), compared with his younger peers, SG 
more actively participated in class discussion particularly when he felt he could make 
a positive contribution to the discussion. The term 'positive contribution' is used here 
in the sense that he provided alternative explanations or perspectives which differed 
from what lecturers taught on the basis of textbooks and sometimes even rejected 
the dominant discourses (in textbooks) guided by established authority. All 
pedagogic action has been described as symbolic violence designed to impose and 
inculcate a dominant culture (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). SG refused to accept 
some dominant assumptions and social beliefs and even challenged them through 
argument. Thus, in class he challenged the traditional authority of the lecturers as 
the ‘legitimate transmitters’ of the ‘pedagogic message’ (Bourdieu and Passeron, 
1990). Following Merrill's (1999) rationale, under the circumstances, lectures 
provided a stage for SG to present self to others including younger students: ‘Some 
students who had similar opinions approached me after class’ (SG). In this way, he 
made friends from other classes. The friendships, therefore, ‘act(ed) as important 
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sites of resistance to authoritative discourses’ (O'Boyle, 2014, 175). Apparently, SG 
was less passive in the student role than his younger peers. He thus became a 
spokesman for several younger students and sometimes even for lecturers, 
challenging the power imbalances inherent in the University:  

A few months ago, the university wanted to cancel our programme as from next 
year… on the advice of some administrative staff. I wrote the new president a 
letter. I said, ‘…Now you’re a new university president. You want to cancel this 
course but don’t ask students’ opinions. You don't care about the students or the 
teachers.’ The lecturers didn’t dare oppose the decision. Students might do but I 
thought that most students weren’t mature… Therefore, I wrote the letter myself… 
I said, ‘If you don't explain why the programme would be cancelled, I will leave 
school.’… The administrative staff on the upper level responded to my letter. A 
secretary called me and talked for a while. He said that I should write this letter. 
Because of his attitude, my attitude became moderate. 

Unlike the mature students in O'Boyle’s (2014) study, SG freely and willingly took the 
leadership position in student groups and dealt with authority figures confidently. His 
behaviour conflicted with conservative ideologies from university. As a consequence, 
several staff who had been trained to ‘correspond to the traditional norms’ changed 
their initial perceptions of him as a good student (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990, 
214). 
 
Enjoyment of learning and changing    
SG pursued learning for its own sake: ‘The learning benefited me a lot. The growth 
of knowledge brought me happiness… This happiness motivated me to continue my 
efforts’ (SG). Interaction with good lecturers led him to change his previous identity 
as an intellectual: 

Before I entered the university, others had said that I was a scholarly 
businessman. Sometimes I believed I had acquired some knowledge. When I 
studied at university, I realised some tutors were well read. I, too, had read quite a 
lot of books… I had read more books than people around me… In a small way, I 
believed myself to have been an intellectual (prior to university study). Now I 
realise that I hadn’t gained as much as knowledge I thought I had… Like me, my 
old friends weren’t as truly intellectual as they thought. 

The transition to higher education offered SG an opportunity to reconceptualise 
himself as an intellectual. His new experience in higher education widened his 
boundaries and changed his perspective on the self, which had previously been 
based on others' perceptions. His studies also increased his sense of well-being and 
helped him to adopt a relaxed attitude towards death: ‘When I am with younger 
students, I forget my age… learning has changed my ideas about life and death… 
Now I’m at ease with the idea of dying but I felt anxious in my teens and 20s. Now I 
feel calmer’ (SG). 
 
In addition, his studies helped foster a positive relationship with his child. Their 
relationship had been strained, partly because SG had been preoccupied with his 
career. His studies led him to reflect on the role of a father: 
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Now I read the works of Mencius and understand that a father shouldn’t scold his 
son frequently… I felt guilty… I adopted a better attitude towards him… Through 
learning, another benefit might be the change in our relationship. There was a gap 
between us before, but now he asks for my opinion… He told my classmates that 
he looks up to me now. 

His identity as a full-time undergraduate offered SG time and space to understand 
his son’s generation. His integration with younger students of his son’s age offered 
him good opportunities to understand his son better, thus contributing to a positive 
relationship between them. In this sense, higher education helped improve his role 
as a father. 
 
Conclusions 
Having strong motives for learning, both extrinsic and intrinsic, SG had a thirst for 
and commitment to knowledge and fully engaged with the student life. He had a 
strong learner identity and confidence in his ability to learn: ‘I always believe I was 
born to study’ (SG). He adopted a problem-solving learning orientation, linking what 
he was learning to his previous experience particularly in the Cultural Revolution, as 
well as current social contexts. He contemplated current social circumstances, 
attending not only to himself and but also to social analysis from historic 
perspectives. In addition, SG had frequent positive interaction with good lecturers 
who were knowledgeable and responsible, and who had independent thinking and 
non-dogmatic teaching styles. He also had a positive relationship with his younger 
peers. In this sense, he integrated himself into university life.  
 
On the other hand, he initially resisted the label ‘a good student’ assigned to him by 
some University staff, based on their traditional norms. His strong belief – ‘I speak 
my heart’ - and his ability to think independently and develop a critical consciousness 
led to his resistance to authoritative discourses which he thought were wrong. In 
class he challenged the traditional authority of lecturers who transmitted dominant 
assumptions and social beliefs without justifying them whilst stating his opinions with 
justification. He publicly challenged the unreasonable administrative decision of the 
university, which ignored students’ and lecturers’ interests. His behaviour conflicted 
with conservative ideologies from university. Some of the staff viewed him as a 
resistant student. It can thus be argued that, following O'Boyle (2014, 177), SG 
experienced ‘tension in attempting to integrate (himself) into university life while also 
striving to preserve a sense of authentic and continuous selfhood’ – thinking 
independently, resisting oppression and speaking out. 
 
Going to university can be a voyage of self-discovery. SG’s university experience 
facilitated changes in his perspectives on the self. He reassessed the self-concept of 
an intellectual. He no longer saw himself as an intellectual after Interacting with good 
lecturers. For him, this process was ‘liberating’, albeit mortifying (Merrill, 1999, 128). 
Additionally, his knowledge growth broadened his perspectives on society, thus 
facilitating the development of his critical consciousness and sometimes leading him 
to step outside the dominant ideological context and develop an alternative 
understanding of current social circumstances. For him, this was also a liberating 
process. According to Illeris’ (2014) new definition of transformative learning, SG 
experienced self-change and, in this sense, had transformative learning experience.  
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Notes 
1 The participant asked for leave from university in 2008 because he, as a volunteer, 
went to a disaster area to participate in the activities of helping victims of the Sichuan 
earthquake in China. 
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Conscripted chalkies: adult education for national 
development 

Darryl Dymock, Griffith University, Australia 

Introduction 

From 1965 to 1972, during the Vietnam War period, almost 64,000 young Australian 
men were conscripted by ballot into a two-year term of ‘National Service’ with the 
Australian Army (NAA, 2014). Over 15,000 of these conscripts were sent to assist 
the American war effort in Vietnam, but some 300 National Servicemen, who had 
been school teachers before their call-up, were posted with the Royal Australian 
Army Educational Corps (RAAEC) to the Territory of Papua New Guinea (TPNG) for 
roughly 12-month periods (Ogston, 2004). Colloquially known as ‘Chalkies’, the 
conscripted teachers served in the 3000-strong Pacific Islands Regiment (Granter, 
1970), assisting an Australian Government effort to prepare TPNG for self-
government and eventually independence (O’Neill, 1971). 

Drawing mainly on government archival documents, short accounts by former Army 
Education personnel, and historical commentaries, this paper considers the political 
and military context of the time, and examines the roles the conscripts were given 
and the possible impact of the program in helping meet the Australian Government’s 
goals. 

Political and military context 
 
Australia in TPNG 
Australia’s involvement in what came to be known as the Territory of Papua and New 
Guinea began in 1902, when Britain handed it Papua, the south-eastern quarter of 
the island of New Guinea (Griffin, Nelson and Firth, 1979). The north-eastern 
quarter, German New Guinea, was ceded to Australia by the League of Nations 
post-World War I, and after the Second World War, was made a United Nations (UN) 
trust territory, still under Australian administration. During World War II, Australia 
operated as if the two territories were a single unit, an arrangement it formalised in 
1949, when it combined the two into an administrative union, which it called the 
‘Territory of Papua and New Guinea’. That combined territory was renamed as 
Papua New Guinea in 1971, and the country became self-governing in 1973 and an 
independent republic in 1975. The western half of the island, Netherlands New 
Guinea, came under Indonesian control in 1963, and was given the name, Irian 
Jaya. 

Preparing for the future 
There seem to have been vague intentions by the Australian Government in the 
1950s that the Territory of PNG should become self-governing, but it wasn’t until the 
1960s that plans became more concrete. Some attributed Australia’s new policy to 
strong anti-colonial feeling throughout the world at this time, which was reflected in 
condemnatory resolutions in the UN, including against Australia over its policies in 
TPNG (Doran, 2006). The first general election and establishment of the House of 
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Assembly in 1964 appear to have been the first clear steps towards self-governance, 
followed by another election in 1968.  

 

 
Army in TPNG 
The pattern for the Army in TPNG was set in 1940, when the Papuan Infantry 
Battalion was raised, comprising Australian officers and indigenous soldiers from 
across the two territories (Granter, 1970). In 1944, the Australian Government first 
established the Pacific Islands Regiment (PIR), and in 1951 reactivated the regiment 
at Taurama Barracks, on the outskirts of Port Moresby, with one battalion, again 
consisting of soldiers from Papua and New Guinea. The officers and senior NCOs 
were Australian, while the privates and junior NCOs were indigenous. The following 
year, an outstation with one company of PIR was established at Vanimo, close to the 
north-west border with Indonesia (Sinclair, 1992). 

In 1963 the Menzies government expanded the Army in TPNG, establishing first a 
Training Depot at Goldie River near Port Moresby, and then in 1965 a second PIR 
battalion, stationed at Wewak, on the north-west coast (Sinclair, 1992). This was 
partly in response to concerns about possible expansion by Indonesia across the 
border from its newly acquired province of Irian Jaya. About the same time, an 
Officer Cadet School was founded at Lae, mid-way along the northern coast of the 
New Guinea mainland, and a company of 1 PIR was also based there. By 1970, 
Papua New Guinea Command comprised some 3,200 troops, of whom 2,600 were 
indigenous, referred to by the Army as Pacific Islanders (Granter, 1970).  

The stated peacetime role of the PIR included patrolling in rural areas to make the 
soldiers more familiar with the wider country and to gather topographical knowledge 
and promote goodwill and, if called upon, assisting the civil administration, and 
hence the police force, to maintain law and order (Granter 1970). Behind the scenes, 
however, there was ongoing debate about the potential of the PIR to act against an 
elected government. For example, in 1967 the Australian Minister for Territories, 
Charles Barnes, cited recent examples of military coup d’états elsewhere, and said 
that such a development in TPNG ‘would mean that our efforts to promote stable 
democratic government there have failed’ (Doran 2006, 328).  

As TPNG moved towards self-government and independence, discussion continued 
in government circles about the relationship between the PIR and the civil power. In 
1969, Australian Army Minister Philip Lynch sought to allay concerns about a 
possible Army takeover after independence, and stressed the ‘heavy education 
effort’ in achieving this goal (May, 1993). 

Chalkies’ roles 

Conscription 
The teachers who are the subject of this paper found themselves in the Australian 
Army as the result of a decision by the conservative government in late 1964 to 
introduce a National Service scheme (Langford, 1997). The intention was to raise the 
strength of the Australian Army to around 40,000 full-time soldiers, with annual 
intakes of just over 8,000. From the beginning of 1965, all 20-year-old men were 
required to register for National Service, and those considered suitable were 
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selected by a ballot based on birthdays. Those balloted in were required to serve two 
years full-time, followed by three years in the Army Reserve.  

Although the Act was soon amended to allow for National Servicemen to serve 
overseas, and some conscripts subsequently joined regular army units in Vietnam, 
the scheme was not specifically introduced as a result of the Vietnam War (1965-75) 
(Dept. Veteran’s Affairs, 2015). The National Service scheme was suspended in 
December 1972, when a Labour Government came to power, and was formally 
terminated the following year (Langford, 1997). 

Army Education 
Education as a specialist area within the Australian Army had its origins in World 
War I (Dymock, 1997), and was reinstated during the Second World War (Dymock, 
1995). The present iteration, the Royal Australian Army Educational Corps, 
developed post-World War II. In 1966, when the first conscript teachers were posted 
to TPNG, Army Education staff in the Territory comprised only a few officers and 
NCOs (Jones, 2014), and their task was to support Australian troops with basic 
education, and teach English as a second language to indigenous troops.  

It is not clear who proposed and who authorised the use of national servicemen for 
educational purposes in TPNG from 1966 to 1972, but from several accounts (Gould, 
1970; Ashton, 2004; Kearney, 2008; Jones, 2014), the scheme owed its inauguration 
to an initiative from a middle-ranking RAAEC officer and senior Army officers who 
agreed with his vision and had sufficient status and influence to make it happen, or it 
may have originated with the Brigadier in charge of PNG Command. It may well be 
that the scheme cannot be traced back to one individual, but came about through 
like-minded officers within the RAAEC, PNG Command and Army HQ in Canberra, 
along with favourable circumstances, including, of course, a pool of trained teachers 
who had been called up for National Service.  

Under the scheme, around 40 trained teachers who had been conscripted were 
posted to PNG Command each year from 1967 until 1972, with an initial smaller 
cohort in 1966. They first undertook three months basic training in their respective 
national service intakes with the rest of their fellow conscripts, usually beginning in 
January of the year they were required to report for duty. While there were individual 
variations (e.g. see Edwinsmith, 2015), in the main they applied for a posting to the 
RAAEC at the end of basic training in a competitive process, and only a small 
proportion were selected. Usually after infantry training and further service in 
Australia, they were typically sent to TPNG late in the year for a period of around 12 
months, before they returned to Australia for discharge. National Servicemen posted 
to the RAAEC in TPNG between 1966 and 1972 were given the temporary rank of 
Sergeant. All other RAAEC staff, with only a couple of exceptions, were full-time 
serving Army officers. 

Purposes of the scheme 
Brigadier Gould, while Director of Army Education in 1970, said that a significant 
responsibility of the RAAEC in TPNG was raising the educational standard so that 
soldiers could benefit from general and technical training, and that the teaching of 
English was fundamental because of the often low level of formal education of PIR 
recruits. In line with Government and Army policy at the time, Gould (1970, 207) said 
that Army Education in TPNG was ‘committed to the fostering of the army as a 
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stable, enlightened and responsible element in territories which are moving rapidly 
towards self-government’.  

In 1971, instructions to the incoming cohort of Chalkies spelt out the general aims of 
‘academic’ education in the Army in PNG:  

a. Give that basic knowledge which increases the trainability of the soldier in his 
profession, 

b. Satisfy the Army’s need for a pool of educated manpower, capable of further 
advancement, 

c. Identify and prepare soldiers capable of training as commissioned and non-
commissioned officers, specialists or tradesmen, 

d. Develop the soldier as an aware and thinking being within his changing 
culture and environment (Freeman 1971, 2). 

Accreditation of learning was through PNG Army Certificates of Education, classes 
3, 2 and 1, which were intended to be of equivalent level to the first three years of 
PNG high school. The subjects for these certificates were English, Mathematics, 
General Science and Social Studies. 

The 1971 instructions, which also contained general information about living and 
working in TPNG, concluded with a reminder about the purpose of Army Education 
in PNG (Freeman 1971, 5): ‘to assist in the progressive development of the Army 
within the Territory and the Territory itself.’ 

Teaching and the curriculum 
To some extent the curriculum was similar across all Army bases in TPNG, and to 
some extent both the curriculum and the teaching arrangements were different –
dictated by the purpose of the particular Army facility to which the Chalkies were 
posted, as Ogston (2004) has shown. For example, at the Goldie River Training 
Depot, which was the recruit training facility, while the general aim was to improve 
the newcomers’ English as well as teach them social studies and mathematics, 
education courses could not begin until the soldiers had undergone several weeks of 
basic training. From then, the education courses ran in tandem with their military 
training over the six months the recruits spent there. 

One ex-Chalkie, Teggelove (2014), recalled that Goldie River class sizes varied 
according to the size of the six-monthly intake, but rarely exceeded 20. He 
remembered the Civics classes, with ‘the class chants of the mantra, ‘Democracy is 
government OF the people, FOR the people, BY the people’. Teggelove also 
recalled the problem of holding the soldiers’ attention and keeping them awake, an 
issue Ogston (2004) also noted. 

At the two PIR infantry battalions, based at Taurama Barracks (near Port Moresby) 
and Moem Barracks (Wewak) respectively, education was part of the soldiers’ 
ongoing training. Hunter (in Ogston 2004, 22) said that in 1968 they didn’t use text 
books, but added to duplicated notes developed by the initial cohort. ‘We drew up 
courses ourselves,’ he said, ‘which, looking back, was an enormous amount of 
responsibility’. 

A company from the Wewak-based Second Battalion of PIR was stationed at 
Vanimo, on the TPNG-West Irian border, for three months at a time, on a rotating 
basis, and Education staff accompanied each company, with the focus mainly on 
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literacy and numeracy. Resources at the outstation were limited to a blackboard, 
chalk, Australian newspapers and the TPNG Post-Courier (Ivey in Ogston 2004, 33) 
At Moem Barracks, Ivey recalled that in 1969 class sizes for the Army Education 
certificates were 12 to 15, but that occasionally a Civics topic (e.g. the role of the 
U.N.) was taught in lecture-style sessions to 100-150 soldiers each time. 

One of Ivey’s predecessors at Wewak in 1968 thought that he and his fellow RAAEC 
instructors were conscientious, ‘but I can’t remember the educational experience as 
“dynamic”. It was essentially “chalk and talk” that was given to a compliant audience.’ 
(RJ, nashos website). Quanchi, who was at Moem Barracks in 1966-7, said that 
teaching English was a slow process because for some soldiers it was their second, 
third or fourth language, and ‘we were not trained in teaching English as a second 
language. We just battled along, making it up on a day-to-day basis’ (in Ogston 
2004, 35). 

The curriculum at Murray Barracks, the Army headquarters in Port Moresby, was the 
same as at Taurama and Wewak, but the soldiers came from a wider variety of units. 
Courses at Murray Barracks ran for six weeks, and then there was a one-week break 
for Education staff before the next intake (Adam, in Ogston 2004). Because there 
were a larger number of Australian Army regular soldiers at this base, Chalkies also 
taught the Services General Certificate of Education, which was a prerequisite for 
selection for Australian Army officer training. A small number of Army conscript 
teachers’ sole task in PNG was helping with trade training at nearby Iduabada 
Technical College. 

Prospective officers in the PIR undertook their training over 18 months at the Military 
Cadet School (MCS) at Lae, which meant a slightly different teaching role for the 
RAAEC. MCS took in a new intake every six months, drawing on those who had 
excelled at recruit training as well as serving soldiers, and those who graduated then 
went on to complete a further 12 months at the Officer Cadet School at Portsea, 
Victoria, in order to qualify for a commission. Since MCS took in more cadets than 
needed for further training, selecting the best was a major responsibility of the 
training and education staff. 

At Igam Barracks in Lae, which had been intended to host a third PIR battalion, 
which never eventuated, the Area Education staff provided the usual courses for 
indigenous soldiers, and Australian Army Certificate of Education courses for Igam-
based Australian soldiers wanting to upgrade their education qualifications (Colwell 
in Ogston, 2004). 

Army Education conscripts were also required to perform some military duties, such 
as occasional 24-hour stints as the duty sergeant for the base they were posted to. 
The PIR also undertook ‘civic action’ patrols across TPNG, intended to provide 
practical help as well as promote the image of the Army as an organisation serving 
and protecting the emerging nation. Education staff usually went with these patrols, 
and Horton (in Ogston, 2004, 21) recalled that the main task on such patrols was to 
keep up the soldiers’ English skills through conversation.  
 
These recollections show the significant responsibilities the Chalkies had for 
developing curriculum and resources as well as teaching often unfamiliar courses. 
Hunter recalled:  
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At times we worked from a formal syllabus such as in basic English courses, but in 
areas like social studies we designed curriculum based on our understanding of 
our mission rather than on a syllabus. The syllabus was in our heads and the 
curriculum the soldiers experienced grew out of that (2015, pers.comm.,14 April). 
 

In a relatively short period these mostly primary-trained school teachers were 
transformed into adult educators within the military. While English, Social Studies, 
Mathematics and Science were common courses in the Army certificate program, 
and Civics was a required topic for all soldiers, the different purposes of the various 
bases across TPNG meant that the resources available and the nature of the 
teaching program varied from place to place. Most of the conscripted teachers also 
performed non-educational tasks as part of their military duties, many played sport 
alongside indigenous players in Army and civilian teams, and some accompanied 
troops on patrols into the wider community. 

Discussion 
It is difficult to assess the overall impact of the Army Education program in PNG 
1996 to 1972 because there are no data available from the soldier students or, 
apparently, from the Australian Army, on the outcomes. Employing a curriculum 
analysis – using the concepts of the intended, enacted and experienced curriculum 
(Marsh, 2004) – provides a framework for a discussion. 

The intended curriculum is what curriculum developers plan should happen when the 
curriculum is implemented and, in this case, there were two broad influences: the 
Australian government’s concern to prepare TPNG for self-government and 
independence, and the Army’s intention to ensure PIR soldiers understood the role 
of the Army in a democratic society. While there was anti-colonial criticism of 
Australia’s governance of TPNG in the 1960s, there seems little doubt that eventual 
independence for the Territory was the Australian Government’s intention, although it 
was not until the late 60s that this process gained momentum.  

The Army supported the expansion of education for indigenous soldiers from the 
mid-1960s, but this seems to have been initiated from within Army Education and 
taken up by the Army with alacrity, in order to take advantage of an untapped pool of 
conscripted teachers rather than a thought-through strategy as part of the Australian 
Army’s role in TPNG. This is not to deny the social value of the initiative, but to 
suggest that the scheme arose through circumstances rather than being part of an 
overall developmental plan. Nevertheless, despite its apparently ad hoc beginnings, 
the scheme was sustained by the Army for seven years, and only lapsed with the 
demise of conscription and therefore the supply of teachers.  

Once approved, the RAAEC adapted the curriculum from existing Australian Army 
Certificates of Education, which covered English, Science, Social Studies and 
Mathematics. Sometimes ‘Civics’ was added, to provide for discussion across the 
wider PIR of the role of the Army in an independent PNG, and thus fulfil the 
Australian Government’s and Australian Army’s intention in that regard. Chalkies 
also taught other courses, as required. In many cases, it seems that many of the 
conscripted teachers, most of whom had only one or two years’ practical classroom 
experience, were given the responsibility of developing the content of the courses 
they taught. 
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The enactment stage also seems to have been primarily in the Chalkies’ hands, as 
they were able to choose their own methods and set their own tests. Resources 
were limited and varied from site to site, so ‘chalk and talk’ appears to have been the 
predominant method, and duplicated notes developed and added to by successive 
cohorts of Chalkies replaced text books. It seems that the regular RAAEC officers 
generally regarded the conscripts as fellow professionals and that the Chalkies took 
their teaching responsibilities seriously. In the absence of records or other data, it is 
not possible to know how individual soldiers regarded the educational experience, so 
only a general assessment of the impact of the scheme can be made. 

One ex-Chalkie commented: 

There is no doubt that a scheme that places in an institution like the PIR, forty fully 
trained teachers each year for seven years, is going to have a lasting impact. The 
effect of this work of increasing literacy, numeracy and social awareness on this 
large and stable organization must have had a very positive and perhaps critical 
effect on the army in PNG. In a country where literacy rates were low, a well-
educated professional organization had to be a vital part of society (Ogston 2004, 
53). 
 

Another ex-Chalkie, Hunter (2012), commented on teaching about the role of the 
Army in an independent nation: ‘It’s hard to know how successful we were at that 
particular responsibility, but to date, there hasn’t been a coup in Papua New Guinea 
and though at times it has been a fragile country politically, perhaps surprisingly, a 
democratic system has prevailed.’ 

Nevertheless, it’s impossible to estimate the overall impact of the Army educational 
program on PNG society, and Edwinsmith (2013) commented that, at the time, the 
National Servicemen involved were mainly unaware of the potential wider 
significance of their contribution. 

Conclusion 
In the period from 1966 to 1972, the majority of indigenous soldiers in the Pacific 
Islands Regiment in Papua New Guinea, including future military leaders, were 
exposed to a systematic program of education in English, Maths, Science and Social 
Studies, and would have been aware of the potential role of an Army in an 
independent democratic nation. The scheme itself appears to have been a product of 
its time, taking advantage of a process of conscription established for one 
government purpose, and diverting some of the personnel so recruited, for another 
government purpose. Roger Jones (2012), Assistant Director of Army Education in 
PNG,1967-69, later said: ‘I’ve never really understood how the Australian Army, 
which we all know can do some incredibly silly things at times, could undertake such 
a foresighted, nation-building and essentially altruistic task, but I take my hat off to it.’ 
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Recent-undergraduate to trainee-teacher: exploring 
the complexities of teacher-identity-formation 
through narrative inquiry 

Martyn Edwards, Sheffield Hallam University, UK  

Introduction 
I taught two groups of pre-service trainee-teachers at Sheffield Hallam University for 
13 weeks during the autumn semester. The course I taught on was a one-year full-
time post-graduate certificate in education (PGCE). There were 45 trainees in total 
across the two groups whose intention was to qualify as teachers in the post-16 and 
further education sector. The majority of the trainees were recent graduates who had 
some limited experience of volunteer teaching in schools or colleges. Additionally, 
there were a small number of mature entrants who had completed their 
undergraduate degree some years previously and now wanted a career change into 
teaching. 
 
The particular part of the PGCE I was responsible for leading and teaching on was a 
module called 'The Learner Experience'. The content of this module placed a strong 
focus on the need for trainee-teachers to be responsive to the individual needs of 
their learners in the planning, delivery and assessment of learning and teaching. This 
involved me in introducing theoretical perspectives such as ableism, inclusive 
practice and models of communication along with practical strategies for teaching 
learners with different social and personal factors likely to affect their learning such 
as ethnicity, gender, learning difficulties and disabilities. I also wanted to provide 
opportunities for trainees to begin to explore their personal philosophies of teaching 
and develop these through reflecting on their experiences in placement settings. 
What interested me in particular was the assessment task for the module I was 
teaching which required trainees to write an essay of 3750 words in which they 
reflected on a particular aspect of their teaching practice through a case study into a 
learner or learners. This style of assessment contrasted sharply with more practice-
based assessments found elsewhere on the course which included self and peer 
assessment of micro-teach presentations, mentor-assessed observations of practical 
teaching, and the maintaining of a personal progress log mapped to the achievement 
of professional standards. My particular interest was in finding out how trainee-
teachers' identities were formed and reformed during initial teacher training. 

Teacher-identity-formation through literacy practices 
Friesen and Besley (2013, 23) argue that 'learning to be a teacher is as important as 
learning how to teach' for trainee teachers and suggest that the development of 
teacher identity is important in the development of teachers' personal educational 
philosophies as well as promoting their decision-making, well-being and 
effectiveness. Trainee-teachers embarking on teacher-training courses arrive with 
pre-formed beliefs about what it means to be a teacher formed through their own life 
experiences both within and beyond the classroom. These beliefs, Friesen and 
Besley (2013) suggest, are likely to undergo considerable change during teacher-
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training involving periods of exploration, uncertainty and conflict that eventually leads 
to a reforming of personal identity with professional identity. 

Flores and Day (2006) describe learning to be a teacher as being 'a long and 
complex process [that is] multi-dimensional, idiosyncratic and context-specific … 
which entails an interplay between different, and sometimes conflicting, 
perspectives, beliefs and practices, which are accompanied by the development of 
the teachers' self.'  

The importance of narratives developed through literacy practices in teacher-identity-
formation is attested to in the literature: 

Often times, identity negotiation is evident in literacy practices during teacher 
education courses. Whether preservice teachers engage in discussions of 
course experiences with their peers, write reflectively about their learning or 
conference with their instructors, preservice teachers present and negotiate 
identities in their language use with others (Ticknor 2014, 290). 

By reading, writing, talking, thinking, and interacting with others invested in the 
education community …, preservice teachers can engage in opportunities to 
negotiate professional identities within the supportive context of teacher 
education programs and build confidence as novice teachers (Ticknor 2014, 
291). 

One of the most important but most complex issues in defining identity is the 
notion of self, which is revealed through personal narratives or life stories … 
Through writing or talking about oneself, the 'self' is shaped (Anspal, Eisenschidt 
and Lofstrom 2011, 198). 

In the sections that follow I will describe a narrative inquiry in which I used the 
assessment task submitted by one of the trainees I taught (who I will call Amy) as 
the starting point with which to explore with her the transition from recent-
undergraduate to trainee-teacher and ways in which her identity as a teacher 
changed during that journey. 

Narrative inquiry as a methodology 
Amy had achieved a Bachelor of Arts with Honours degree in Media, 
Communications and Culture with an upper second degree classification. She 
commenced initial teacher training in the autumn of the same year and was placed in 
a large general further education college to complete her practical teaching 
placement. She taught media studies, mostly at GCE Advanced Level, to learners 
aged 16 to 19.  
 
I selected Amy as the focus of my narrative inquiry because the essay she submitted 
as the assessment task for The Learner Experience module showed some 
emergence of teacher-identity which I wanted to explore further with her. Here is an 
extract from that essay: 

As a trainee teacher who specialises in [media studies] and someone who has 
worked very hard in developing my academic knowledge and career in this field 
… I feel invested in my learners; I want to enable my learners to take ownership 
of their A Level subjects and feel motivated in their application to them. I want to 
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create a creative, inclusive and active learning environment which will try to 
make the theory side of the course less daunting for my learners. 

… In recent sessions, the teaching style has followed a didactic lecture format, 
which is teacher focussed; learners are encouraged to take notes from the 
information on the PowerPoint presentation which is been narrated by the 
primary tutor. The class as a whole have demonstrated their lack of engagement 
through their body language; I feel this technique has led to the loss of 
concentration from the learners. … 

[A particular learner] has displayed negative behaviour in sessions and this often 
disrupts not only her learning but the learning of her classroom peers. Often at 
the beginning of the session, [the learner] will ask what the session will be on, 
once [she] sees the PowerPoint she will pass comments out loud, using words 
such as 'boring', rolling her eyes and sighs heavily. … I feel this is partly due to 
the method of teaching. [Amy continued her essay to discuss Honey & 
Mumford's learning styles theory]. 

Clearly Amy entered teacher-training with the identity of 'someone who has worked 
very hard in developing my academic knowledge and career in this field [media]'. 
This shaped her views in the early weeks of her placement of the teachers she 
observed and the learners she would soon teach. Narrative inquiry appealed to me 
as an appropriate methodology for exploring the emergence of Amy's teacher-
identity. It builds on Dewey's (1916, 1922, 1938) emphasis on lived-experience 
where understanding and meaning is created through the storied-lives people live 
and where experience is made sense of through story-telling (Hamilton, Smith and 
Worthington 2009; Trahar 2009; Thomas 2012). 

Narrative interview with Amy 
I collected data through a narrative interview, described by Trahar (2009) as a major 
way of gathering verbal narratives that bears resemblance to semi-structured or 
unstructured interviews. I began my interview with Amy by reading to her the extract 
from her essay that she had written, referred to earlier. I confirmed with Amy that she 
recalled writing it and then proceeded with the interview. I was aware of Trahar's 
(2009) emphasis on the importance of audience in narrative inquiry where the 
researcher is audience to the narrator who will in turn retell the story to other 
audiences - their readers. I have chosen to reproduce Amy's story abridged but 
otherwise unedited below. This does not imply a belief that the narrative in its original 
form is any more valid than had I re-ordered it to suit my intended audience because 
'people's accounts of their experiences are always partial, situated, tentative and 
gendered' (Thomas 2012, 214) and cannot provide 'a clear route into 'the truth', 
either about reported events, or of the teller's private experience' (Atkinson and 
Delamont 2006, 166). Rather, it renders visible my voice as researcher alongside 
Amy's voice as narrator. The voice I adopted was a supportive voice that sought to 
mirror back and affirm Amy's story so as to push her voice into the limelight (Trahar, 
2009). 

Here is an abridged transcript from my interview with Amy: 

Me: So that was quite early in your teaching practice when you observed that. 
How did that make you feel? 
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Amy: Quite angry to be fair… because I have a love of my subject [media 
studies] whereas they're doing it because they feel it's easy so they're not quite 
so engaged in the activity. But me obviously observing the teacher, they're 
supposed to be teaching me sort of how to teach as well so I'm looking at them 
to get sort of tips and hints but obviously they've not taken into account like 
learning styles of the learners and things like that so I felt they've not sort of 
stepped up as I should have.  

Me: Alright so you felt a bit angry, and that anger was focussed towards the 
teachers [pause] because they weren't modelling … 

Amy: Yes, they weren't modelling best practice. 

Me: How did you feel about the learners, though? What about [the disruptive 
learner]? How did you feel towards her? 

Amy:Errm [pause]. I don't know. I think because it was at the beginning, I mean I 
think differently towards it now, but obviously like her disruption led to the 
disruption of the rest of the class which was quite negative and it's difficult in the 
setting because there's no issues like how to deal with behaviour and things like 
that and it was like quite progressive -it happened throughout the lesson, it was 
all the time - and so obviously that was quite disruptive for me and sort of I was 
quite stressed out about that because I didn't really know how to deal with it. … I 
wanted to go out of my way to make sure she was included and she was 
engaged and it met what she wanted to get out of the lesson as well as 
everyone else. It was quite difficult for me at the time. 

Me: So you wanted to engage her and make the lesson accessible but because 
it was didactic and because it was PowerPoint-centred it wasn't working, and 
you felt some frustration with the teachers. Was it that they weren't aware of 
Honey and Mumford? Or that they just didn't care? What was it? 

Amy: Just that they didn't model it. So I was looking to them for advice and 
guidance and hints and tips to help me with my own practice and obviously it 
wasn't there. And like I was going into a session with learners that had already 
been with those teachers and already established ground rules and then I was 
coming in and wanted to go from a different angle and it was a difficult transition 
from the learners having the primary teacher to me because I wanted to make it 
like all singing and dancing. 

Me: So looking back now, would you say it was the teachers' fault or was it the 
culture of the placement? 

Amy: I wouldn't say that. Mostly the learners. Because now moving through and 
period of time passed actually no matter what kind of session it is they're not 
engaged anyway. So I've done sessions where it has followed a quite didactic 
approach and that's what I thought the issue was at the beginning and then I 
started to do like an active learning space and … that worked for a time but now 
they're like losing their motivation again. 

Me: So actually it's not the teaching style. It's not the teachers. It's actually the 
learners who are, what, disengaged?  

Amy: Disengaged, because they're not invested in the subject. Going into my 
TLE [The Learner Experience] I thought it was the teacher who wasn't meeting 
the needs of the learners in terms of their learning styles and it was just following 
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the same format whereas now I've obviously progressed through and I've 
experimented and done different ways and it wasn't the teacher.  

Me: Ok so actually you've tried the didactic, the PowerPoint, the participative 
and actually, none of them work? So how does that make you feel about 
yourself as a teacher? 

Amy: Errm. Dunno. Frustrates me, because I don't feel like I'm moving forward. I 
don't feel like I'm improving and I'm faced every time I go into the session with 
quite negative comments and thoughts and responses and it influences, like, the 
excitement I have for teaching. I don't go in and think "I wonder what they'll 
come up with today", I know for a fact they won't work with me. It's quite like 
pulling teeth out.  

Me: So you remain invested in media but feel your learners aren't necessarily 
invested in media, and therefore it makes you question teaching and whether 
you want to be a teacher? Is that what you're saying? 

Amy: Yes 

Me: Because the learners aren't invested in the subject, to the same extent you 
are? 

Amy: Yes, I don't feel I'm equipped to engage them. I don't know what else I can 
do to get them invested and I don't want to let them down because of their 
grades and things like that and I don’t feel like I can step up enough.   

Me: So what's most important to you? Is it media [studies]? Or is it the learners? 

Amy: To begin with it was my subject because I went in with the love of my 
subject and then I came into teaching to teach people so there was an element, 
but now I'm not really bothered about any of them.  

Me: So how do you feel now about yourself as a teacher? Guilty? Angry? 
Relaxed? 

Amy: I don't feel angry with myself. Yeah, I probably feel a little bit guilty 
because my lack of motivation might influence them, I don't really know. I still go 
in and give 110% but it's not to the best of my ability. Bit of a perfectionist so 
maybe that's what it is, always wanting to be perfect in everything … but I can't 
get them engaged. They don't go out of the session saying ‘Oh my God, this is 
exciting!’ so I feel I've let myself down and I'm probably not a very good teacher. 

Discussion 
Clandinin, Pushor and Murray Orr (2007) emphasise the importance of interpretation 
and disciplined thought in narrative inquiry. They propose three commonplaces of 
temporality, sociality and place as 'checkpoints' or places to direct attention to in 
conducting narrative inquiry. I will use these three commonplaces as a theoretical 
framework with which to interpret Amy's narrative. 

Temporality, the first commonplace, reminds us that 'Events under study are in 
temporal transition' (Connelly and Clandinin 2006, 479). Even within the narrative 
interview itself Amy began with an assertion that 'I have a love of my subject' and 
later contradicted this with 'I went in with the love of my subject and then I came into 
teaching to teach people … but now I'm not really bothered about any of them'. In a 



150 
 

similar way she started teacher training looking to others for 'tips and hints' which 
changed over time to looking to herself and finding 'I don't feel I'm equipped to 
engage them' and 'I don't know what else I can do'. Attitudes towards disengaged 
learners also shifted from 'I wanted to go out of my way to make sure she was 
included and that she was engaged and it met what she wanted to get out of the 
lesson' to 'I know for a fact they won't work with me'. Amy's initial feelings that the 
teachers she observed didn't step up changed to 'I don't feel like I can step up 
enough', and her feelings of anger towards the host teachers for 'not modelling it' to 
feelings of guilt towards herself 'because my lack of motivation might influence them'. 
Amy's views at the time of the narrative interview also represent a temporal moment 
subject to future change which might lead to the reforming of her personal identity 
into a new professional identity (Friesen and Besley, 2013). It is not surprising that 
trainee-teachers experience significant changes in their orientations towards 
teaching through their placement experiences, especially those that lead to 
emotional tension. The pertinent issue is how teacher-training can support trainees 
through such experiences, including through using literacy practices that promote 
teacher-identity-growth.  

Sociality, as the second commonplace of narrative inquiry, is concerned with the 
personal conditions of researchers and participants (feeling, hopes, desires, 
aesthetic reactions and moral dispositions), social conditions (environment, 
surrounding factors and forces, people and otherwise, that form each individuals 
context) and the relationship between researcher and participant (Connelly and 
Clandinin, 2006). Amy's personal conditions include some very high expectations of 
herself ('I wanted to make it all singing and dancing'; 'I still go in and give 110% but 
it's not to the best of my ability'; 'always wanting to be perfect in everything'). The 
social conditions mitigated against her living up to her high expectations, particularly 
the difficulties for a trainee-teacher of taking over a class that had already been 
established ('I was going into a session with learners that had already been with 
those teachers and already established ground rules and then I was coming in and 
wanted to go from a different angle and it was a difficult transition'). Other significant 
social conditions for Amy appeared to be the learners acceptance of the popular 
perception of media studies as an easy subject (‘they're doing it because they feel 
it's easy so they're not quite so engaged in the activity’) and her perception that there 
wasn't a behaviour policy in the placement. The commonplace of sociality can be 
resistant to change since it relates to dispositions, relationships and organisational 
cultures. Nevertheless, strategies can be developed as part of teacher training that 
provides trainees with opportunities to develop inter-personal and intra-personal 
knowledge. Developing awareness of self and others within organisational cultures is 
important to teacher-identity-formation even though the benefits of such 
development may not become apparent in the short-term.  

The third commonplace of place means 'the specific concrete, physical and 
topological boundaries of place or sequence of places where the inquiry and events 
take place' (Connelly and Clandinin, 2006, 480). Amy's experiences were specific to 
the location of her teaching placement. Whilst place did not feature explicitly in Amy's 
narrative it is important to remember that her account is context-bound to the 
location of her placement. A different placement, or the move to a first teaching 
appointment in a new location, might change her narrative. Providing opportunities 
for trainees to 'suspend' the commonplace of place, for example through a second 
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placement experience or peer-exchange opportunities, may provide for significant 
teacher-identity-growth for some trainees. 

Conclusion 
A narrative interview was used to explore changes in Amy's teacher-identity during 
her journey from recent-graduate to trainee-teacher. The data gathered was 
analysed using Clandinin, Pushor and Murray Orr's (2007) three commonplaces of 
temporality, sociality and place.  

Amy's story affirms that teacher-identity-formation is a long and complex process 
between different and sometimes conflicting perspectives, beliefs and practices. Her 
identity changed considerably through her placement experiences and will 
undoubtedly change further if she perseveres from trainee-teacher to early-career-
teacher. It is recommended that teacher-trainers identify which literacy practices 
most effectively promote teacher-identity-growth and embed those practices into 
teacher-training courses. Reflective writing and talking about teaching experiences, 
particularly those that lead to emotional tension, have potential to lead to significant 
teacher-identity-growth. 

Sociality (including personal and social conditions) is resistant to short-term change. 
Nevertheless, the development of inter-personal and intra-personal knowledge as 
part of teacher-training can support trainees to adapt to the organisational cultures in 
which their emerging teacher-identities are formed. 

Whilst acknowledging that 'all events take place some place' (Connelly  and 
Clandinin, 2006, 480), providing opportunities for trainees to suspend the 
commonplace of place may lead to significant teacher-identity-growth for some 
trainees. This might be achieved through second placement experiences or peer 
exchange opportunities. 

Further research is needed into the impact of particular types of literacy practices 
within teacher-training courses, particularly those that lead to significant teacher-
identity-growth for some trainees. 
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Forming firm foundations: integrating 
interdisciplinarity in the Arts and Humanities 

Zoë Enstone and Madeleine Newman, University of Leeds, England 

What is new and which affects the idea of the work comes not necessarily from the 
internal recasting of each of these disciplines, but rather from their encounter in 
relation to an object which traditionally is the province of none of them. It is indeed 
as though the interdisciplinarity which is today held up as a prime value in 
research cannot be accomplished by the simple confrontation of specialist 
branches of knowledge (Barthes, 1977, 155).  

In ‘From Work to Text’ (1977, 155), Roland Barthes highlighted the complexities of 
enacting interdisciplinarity in theoretical terms, suggesting that the ‘encounter’ 
between disciplines initiated via the ‘object’ of study serves to unsettle what we know 
and how we conceptualise it, while opening up new directions for thought and 
analysis. The notion of interdisciplinarity is thus one that might push us out of our 
comfort zone and challenge us – both in theoretical and practical terms. This paper 
will reflect on what it means to ‘be interdisciplinary’ for adult learners and those from 
widening participation backgrounds studying within the Arts and Humanities at 
foundation level in Higher Education. It will focus on the application of such an 
approach in fostering curiosity and learning amongst students embarking on a four 
year extended degree programme at the University of Leeds.  

This foundation year route within the Lifelong Learning Centre allows learners from a 
widening participation background to progress to a discipline-specific degree 
programme, subject to successful completion of a preparatory year of study in the 
Arts and Humanities. This year, at Level 0, is inherently interdisciplinary and its 
curriculum must achieve a fine balance in engaging learners with concepts, 
approaches and subject content across the disciplines, but also allowing them to 
flourish in their individual progression choice. This is facilitated by a curriculum 
comprised of five compulsory modules centred on broad strands of investigation – 
‘Religion, Politics and Society’, ‘Modernity and Post-Modernity’, ‘The Renaissance’, 
‘Communications’ and ‘Image, Music and Text’. These are team taught by 
programme staff providing a range of academic specialisms. In addition, learners 
take a Level 1 module from within the University of Leeds Discovery Module 
Curriculum, which allows students to experience discipline-based provision in their 
future academic school and first-year undergraduate study in the wider university.  

We will consequently consider the ways in which interdisciplinarity has been 
integrated into the structure of the foundation year to support and challenge adult 
learners as part of a mixed cohort. Our paper will explore the ways in which this 
approach to study enables foundation level students to become confident in their 
encounter with subject content and develop as independent critical thinkers adept at 
applying their skills within a range of contexts. 
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Defining interdisciplinarity at foundation level 
The discourse of interdisciplinarity is twofold in its relevance to our study and while 
our exploration of the complexities of this terminology is limited due to the scope of 
this paper, it is necessary to consider a working definition. Firstly, we must situate 
our reflection in relation to discourse that has explored the interdisciplinary in theory 
and practice prevalent in the late Twentieth Century (Klein, 1990; Lattuca, 2001; 
Repko, 2005).This mode of thinking is reflected in curriculum design, notably in the 
interdisciplinary model emerging in undergraduate education in the USA, and the 
establishment of common understandings of the parameters of this term in Higher 
Education from the 1970s onwards (Klein, 1990, 12; Ellis, 2009, 3). It can also be 
associated with the changing methodologies of education since the 1990s, where 
DeZure (2010, 375-6) has noted that a shift to utilise constructivism placed emphasis 
on ‘multiple perspectives as part of the critical examination of solutions’, which 
‘require analysis and synthesis skills, often leading to an integrative solution’. 
Furthermore, recent critical engagement with the nature of interdisciplinarity within 
teaching and learning in UK universities (Chadramohan and Fallows, 2009), as well 
as its value for andragogy in Higher Education (Hunt, 2007, 767; Toynton, 2005), 
enacts Lyall et al.’s (2011, 1) assertion that ‘we live in increasingly interdisciplinary 
times.’ 
 
Secondly, by being situated in the ‘Arts and Humanities’, our reflections are informed 
by inherent notions of interdisciplinarity, which underpin the study of history, culture 
and society as delineated by disciplinary approaches found within this subject 
grouping. Barthes’s commentary of the late 1970s highlights intellectual 
considerations in this area. Interdisciplinarity is now central to the practice of Cultural 
Studies and the study of Visual Culture in the Arts described by Mitchell (1995, 540) 
as inherently ‘interdiscipline’. It is also at work in the Humanities, as Bal (2002, 5) 
has explored through her theorisation of the interdisciplinary ‘turn’ of the 1990s and 
the use of the ‘metaphor of travel’ to characterise the journey of the analyst 
navigating conceptual meanings within and across this terrain. Writing from the 
perspective of critical theory and literary studies, Moran (2002, 16) offers a useful 
learner-centred definition stating that ‘within the broadest possible sense of the term’ 
interdisciplinarity encompasses ‘any form of dialogue or interaction between two or 
more disciplines’. This student-friendly view serves the parameters of our 
examination of what it means to enact ‘interdisciplinarity’ in an accessible manner for 
our cohort. The routes for progression from the foundation year are numerous, so an 
exploration of the broad intersections of disciplines is paramount. 

Klein’s (1990) pivotal examination of what it means to be interdisciplinary offers us a 
central premise that is transferrable to lifelong learning. More recently, she presents 
a transformative reading of its specificities suggesting ‘when integration and 
interaction become proactive, the line between multidisciplinarity and 
interdisciplinarity is crossed’ (Klein, 2010, 18). It is this active approach which 
underpins curriculum design within the context of the foundation year. Klein (2010, 
16) highlights five key facets of interdisciplinarity by tracking its characteristics; these 
are ‘integrating’, ‘interacting’, ‘linking’, ‘focusing’ and ‘blending’. If we apply these 
concepts to the context of andragogy, we must place emphasis on the ‘integration’ of 
interdisciplinarity as both a holistic ethos facilitated by the educator and an active 
framework for encouraging the development of the learner.  
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Integrating interdisciplinary skills for foundation level learners 
In order to make the experience of interdisciplinary study engaging, relevant and 
useful to the foundation level student, we aim to instil these values across the 
curriculum. They inform the basis of educational enquiry at programme level, as well 
as the everyday encounter with content, enacting conversations across modules and 
mobilising case studies in class. This simultaneously provides a space for the 
development of a foundational set of skills, which will equip learners to eventually 
take on the new and varied demands of the discipline they move into. As Klein 
(1990, 188) argues ‘interdisciplinarity is neither a subject matter nor a body of 
content. It is a process for achieving an integrative synthesis, a process that usually 
begins with a problem, question, topic, or issue.’ 
  
This engagement with interdisciplinarity needs to be carefully considered given the 
nature of the students enrolled on the programme. Whilst all learners are from 
widening participation backgrounds, the cohort is diverse, with some adult learners 
and some students of a standard age. Students bring very different experience in 
terms of the range of previous study and life experience, but also through 
engagement with subject interests in an informal context. However, there are also 
points of similarity; Dart (2006) has argued that confidence may be an issue for 
students from widening participation backgrounds, but this is also identified as an 
area of particular concern for adult students. As Richardson (1994, 310) has noted, 
there is a stereotype amongst academics and the students themselves of the mature 
student as somehow deficient in academic skills, and although this perception is 
inherently dubious, this can lead to a ‘lack of self-confidence’ and ‘tends to generate 
appreciable levels of anxiety amongst adult returners’. Thus, students of all ages 
need to be considered through course provision to ensure the opportunity of 
increasing their confidence through the development of academic skills and subject-
specific and interdisciplinary approaches. This increase in confidence can then 
facilitate the acquisition of the interdisciplinary approaches, skills and ideas of the 
course for all members of the cohort, allowing adult students to develop alongside 
their standard-age peers. Indeed as Donaldson et al. (2011, 2) suggest ‘adult 
students experience personal, social, and cognitive growth in college comparable to 
that of their younger counterparts’.  

Adult learners can therefore be seen as consistent with standard age widening 
participation students in terms of their academic needs. As a broader definition we 
can identify these students as ‘non-traditional’, following Warren (2002, 86-7) where 
‘traditional’ is used of standard aged students ‘who, owing to their prior socialization, 
schooling and attainment, are relatively well prepared for academic study.’ This is in 
contrast to ‘non-traditional’ students who ‘are far more mixed in terms of age and 
educational, class, cultural and linguistic background’ and which includes ‘mature-
age students who may previously have floundered in or lost touch with formal 
education’(Warren, 2002, 86-7). 

To take the specific needs of these non-traditional students into account, the Arts 
and Humanities Foundation Year has been carefully structured to enable 
development in skills and abilities across the year. It is in part the integration of these 
aspects that allows for the development of student confidence in the interdisciplinary 
nature of the programme. Interdisciplinary study requires a broader range of subject-
specific skills, which can often be applied outside of their discipline area, but also a 
base level of generic skills common to all students. This focus on skills is of 
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particular relevance to this cohort due to the aforementioned need for confidence 
building. Academic skills support is initiated through the Lifelong Learning Centre’s 
Kickstart programme, which occurs in the summer before the students commence 
their studies. This blended-learning course introduces students to academic skills 
required for study at university such as referencing, academic writing and critical 
thinking. The final assignment is a short essay, which is marked by programme staff 
and provides a starting point for skills development in semester 1. This allows 
students a ‘safe environment’ (Ireland and English, 2011) to develop their skills and 
practice before their summative work. It also initiates a thread of reflective practice 
and development that continues throughout the foundation year. Having been 
introduced to the range of general university skills, students can begin to develop 
more specific skills once they have begun the course. 

The safety of the initial essay for Kickstart is re-emphasized through the formative 
and developmental work included within the foundation year programme. Content 
has been structured in terms of gradual development, which is supported by 
integrated academic skills workshops. These workshops will sometimes address the 
more generic skills required for assessment, but also cover subject-specific skills, for 
instance textual close-reading or visual analysis. Both types of skill are developed 
across modules and the broader application to interdisciplinary study outlined to the 
students. This functions in tandem with the careful structuring of subject content so 
that students are supported in their development over the course of the year and are 
able to build gradually upon their confidence. The thorough integration of these skills 
is an important aspect of the structure of the course, as Warren (2002, 94) notes: 
‘add-on forms of “academic support” that teach disembodied skills have shown very 
limited success, especially with respect to student attendance, skills transfer, and 
deeper learning’. It is important therefore that skills are seen as integral to the 
students’ studies, and Toynton (2005) suggests that this is even more important 
when considering the needs of adult learners.  

Although the course covers a wide range of skills, one of the key areas of 
interdisciplinary academic skills development is critical thinking, as the confidence to 
critique academic sources and to situate ideas within a wider framework of criticism 
is both potentially daunting and part of an essential approach to future study. ‘Critical 
thinking’ is a somewhat contentious term, with much academic debate over its 
precise meaning and, indeed, whether it can even be defined as a skill (see Mulnix, 
2012 for a discussion of the key interpretations of the term), but within the broader 
sense as defined above, ensuring a critical approach is an inherently interdisciplinary 
skill that forms the core of the ethos of the foundation year.  

In terms of supporting the development of critical thinking, students are supported 
through the way in which they are encouraged to consider academic works. This 
occurs via the provision of preliminary frameworks for approaching primary 
resources, but also through the gradual integration of critical approaches that 
students can then use to situate their own responses. Often these analytical tools 
are informed by specific subject areas, but the ideas and methods of thinking are 
more widely applicable across disciplines. For instance, the concepts of semiotics, 
interpretive communities, or even Aristotle’s appeals in argument can be applied in 
an array of contexts. The interdisciplinary nature of the course and the 
encouragement provided by the cross-referencing and structure means that students 
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can apply approaches across content and disciplines and therefore improve their 
critical engagement with their studies. 

Integrating interdisciplinarity into the curriculum 
The structured integration of academic skills enables learners to develop strategies 
to confidently approach the constellation of interdisciplinary content found across 
modules. At modular level, there is a focus on supporting learners to gain literacy of 
key terms and become fluent in the application of conceptual meanings. Ideas are 
considered from a range of conceptual perspectives (for example, historical, 
theoretical, aesthetic, literary and sociological) in order to build an interdisciplinary 
encounter. Bal (2002, 13) argues that an understanding of how key concepts are 
used and the complexities of definition is central to the study of the Humanities as 
‘concepts (…) are the sites of debate, awareness of difference, and tentative 
exchange’.  
 
The need for foundation level learners to gain an introductory understanding of 
concepts central to undergraduate study and the contextual debates that surround 
them is further elaborated through meaningful application of ideas to relevant source 
material. The establishment of an interdisciplinary conceptual awareness 
foregrounds future success in a research intensive university and participation in 
critical analysis. This echoes a wider programme ethos of supporting non-traditional 
learners to develop cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984; 1986) and their own critical 
voice within the context of Higher Education facilitated by a constructivist and 
‘learner-centred’ approach.  

Alongside conceptual investigation, modules, such as ‘The Renaissance’ and 
‘Modernity and Post-Modernity’ utilise interdisciplinary case studies from areas 
including art, literature, film, theatre, music, architecture and history to build insight 
into history, society and culture. Learners build working glossaries of terms and 
apply core ideas to the analysis of a wide range of examples, which are used to 
animate the theoretical underpinnings of the module. In much same way as the 
cross-modular integration of skills, conceptual associations are further re-
emphasized and consolidated via their application to different contexts of learning 
across the year. For example, the terms Modernity and Post-Modernity inform the 
study of Religion taught concurrently with this module in semester one. This is later 
consolidated through their significance for the study of Communications in semester 
two. Similarly, all modules are designed to support learners to become critically 
aware of the importance of a consideration of gender, race and class. This is 
furthered by embedding an awareness of Feminism, Post-Colonialism and Marxism 
into all modules. Here the structuring of interdisciplinarity is an inherent part of what 
students study and how their learning is consolidated from module to module across 
the year.  

We have also placed an emphasis on encouraging the learner to undertake a 
process of skill and subject mapping at a mid-point during the year. This is relevant 
as learners are encouraged to view their assessment for each module in a ‘bespoke’ 
manner. They tailor the focus of their summative assignments to their subject 
interests as part of the facilitation of their own learning journey. On the other hand, if 
they wish to pursue an area that has engaged their thinking in an unexpected 
manner, they can explore areas of broader scope, perhaps unrelated to the 
disciplinarity of their progression route. Students are also asked to reflect on how 



158 
 

modules link to their perception of what they will learn in their future discipline. They 
then consider how their learning connects with their subject specialist interests to 
note transferrable content, approaches, key thinkers, theoretical perspectives and 
methodologies. This emphasises the approach to subject content from module study 
and discussion; they are encouraged to make links and review similarities and 
differences between modules. They recognise their own growth through the year, as 
well as acknowledging where they have not enjoyed an area but have perhaps 
gained from it. This facilitates the process of building connections and reflecting on 
experience. Thus, their independent critical thinking skills are applied to their own 
experiences as well as the academic content of the foundation year.  

Conclusion: becoming an ‘interdisciplinary’ critical thinker 
The programme’s interdisciplinary nature accords with the development of the 
students’ abilities to become confident critical thinkers who can apply broader ideas 
and approaches in a reflective manner, both within and outside of their chosen 
discipline. A careful structuring and consideration of the integration of skills 
development is vital to this process given the challenges that non-traditional students 
face, but an engagement through the course as a whole with the notion of what 
constitutes interdisciplinarity is also key to its effective integration. Both facets shape 
the learning journey at foundation level and the students’ development as 
independent learners. As Klein has proposed, ‘since interdisciplinarians are often put 
in new situations, they must also know how to learn’ (Klein, 1990, 183). 
Consequently, Barthes’s (1977, 155) notion of the interdisciplinary as not constituting 
‘the simple confrontation of specialist branches of knowledge’ is supported through 
the rigorous process of integration, following Klein’s (2010, 18) concept of a 
‘proactive’ approach. To be an interdisciplinary learner, therefore, is to be a critical 
thinker, and critical thinking facilitates the formation of firm foundations for further 
study. 
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Adult learning in ageing black communities: what 
role for first generation African Caribbean women? 

Jan Etienne, Birkbeck, University of London, UK 

My research employs contemporary narrative inquiry (Chase, 2005), as a key 
methodological tool to assess the value of informal learning in later years for first 
generation African Caribbean women who came to Britain in the 1950s and early 
1960s with the expectation of a better life. 
  
Complementing the narrative inquiry, the paper engages with black feminist 
epistemology (Collins, 2000; hooks, 2001, Mirza, 2009) and polyrhythmic realities 
(Sheared, 1996) to capture the unique nature of black feminist learning, where 
formidable attitudes and the originality of West Indian colloquialisms and culture 
generates confidences and inspires others. The paper presents the nature of 
‘learning for identity’ and exposes the challenges in attempts to preserve the 
Caribbean Creole patois in the UK’s African Caribbean community. In so doing, it 
seeks to explore whether learning in later years can assist older black women in their 
attempts to secure an active role in promoting cultural identity whilst at the same 
time tackling social exclusion in their communities. This study signalled the need to 
hear a different voice in lifelong learning, one which is becoming increasingly 
significant as mixed communities grow and vulnerable older people become 
potentially isolated, with the depletion of local welfare resources (Annette and Mayo, 
2009) and facilities.   

Adult learning and older black women: Presenting the research study 
The dramatization of the women’s stories acknowledge the complex issues of ‘voice’, 
representation and interpretive authority (Hertz, 1997) and argue this position from 
an ‘inter-connectedness’ perspective acknowledging gender, ethnicity and cultural 
heritage. The narrative approach adopted seeks to entertain (Earthy and Cronin, 
2008), inform, defend, confirm and challenge (Chase, 2005, 65) as it grapples with 
attempts to silence important features of Caribbean cultural heritage. 
 
This paper presents a small sample of the narratives of over 100 older African 
Caribbean women interviewed in this empirical study conducted inside social and 
adult community learning settings. Set against a backdrop of shifting policies and 
diminishing resources for widening participation and adult education (Milbourne, 
2013), the research acknowledges the global challenge of an ageing society and 
exposes the strengths of black matriarchal learning hubs. It considers the benefits of 
learning (Schuller, 2001; Field, 2006; Jackson, 2007) for a category of women who 
are living at a time when being black, female and older is often associated with 
deteriorating health, poverty and isolation and challenges those who might argue 
that in urban areas, older minority populations have little to offer. 

Introducing the Acts 
The Acts presented the women’s challenges on such issues as their own ethnic 
identity demonstrating resistance to conformity and labels which I or any other 
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‘outside’ representative might import, thus their own version had to be an essential 
component when presenting their stories.  
 
The first Act (Learning for Identity) acknowledges that whilst African identity forms a 
deep part of Black Caribbean culture, the legacy of slavery and British and French 
imperialism impacting across many parts of the islands continues to create a crisis of 
identity for many of the women in the study. In numerous interviews, the women 
were clearly concerned about the continued use of French Creole patois. For some it 
was not acceptable and its continued use was perceived as a ‘backward’ step, but 
for many the need to preserve the French Creole patois as a distinct ‘language’ was 
an important part of Caribbean identity, regardless of the nature of the legacy. In the 
second Act (Speaking up for sisters) a brief insight into the women’s staunch views 
on ethic classification is provided. In their social learning networks, the third Act 
(Speaking to represent) addresses the desire to preserve the Caribbean patois 
(spoken with several different nuances from the wide variety of Caribbean islands) 
as distinct from French Caribbean Creole patois. Some women grappled with 
whether or not to keep the language hidden, thinking that it might be considered 
improper. It was clear, however, that the use of patois encouraged happiness and 
enjoyment and provided the impetus and motivation for continued learning.   

Act 1: Learning for identity  

Scene 1: Narrative Introduction 
It is late afternoon, as I approach the Meads Adult Community College in Filton, in 
the city of Meads to conduct a one to one interview with Elsena, who works as a 
community volunteer. The character in the study is: Elsena (Aged 61) Country of 
birth: Dominica   

Scene 2 
Before entering the newly refurbished community college building, I paused to 
observe the leaflets posted on the display boards in the widows: ‘Skills for life’; 
‘Fitness and hospitality’; ‘Introduction to child minding’; Arts and Crafts’; ‘Starting a 
new career’; ‘Counselling introduction’; ‘Building employability skills’ and then 
amongst the small list of language courses, my eyes became fixed on the course 
entitled: ‘Caribbean French Creole patois for beginners’.  

Scene 3 
As I sat in the reception area waiting to be collected by the interviewee, I was drawn 
to a rather loud telephone conversation being conducted by a woman on a mobile 
phone who was sat in the cafeteria to the far left of the reception area.   

Narrative comment: 
I wondered about what I was observing and the attitude of the woman I was about to 
interview. Why was she continuing with her conversation and observing me in that 
manner? It was as if she was judging me but I in turn was observing her and possibly 
prejudging her intentions. Corbin and Strauss (2008) suggest that observations have 
a lot to offer the qualitative researcher, and from her telephone conversation I had 
already recorded interesting reflections about her possible attitude to the project that 
she was leading.  

Scene 4 

‘Sorry about that, ‘I am Elsena, You don’t mind if we meet out here do you, the 
Outreach staff are using the office and the training rooms are all booked out. 
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Interviewer: I am grateful for your time. 

Elsena: That name? Are you from Dominica or St Lucia? 

Interviewer: No, my Mother is St Lucian and my father…. 

Elsena:  Well that makes you St Lucian – Why you have to say your mother is St 
Lucian! You should be proud of your heritage and your identity! 

Aside: The interviewer feels confronted and feels the interview is commencing in an 
uncomfortable manner for the Interviewer. 

Elsena: Sorry to have to say this but that is the thing about us.  We don’t seem to be 
proud of our identity. We like to forget our roots. 

Interviewer: I didn’t mean to come across that way. 

Elsena: You speak patois?  

Aside: The interviewer feels confronted again. The woman responds with another 
question before the interviewer is able to reply. 

Elsena: Sa Ka fet? Aside: She shouts out at the top of her voice, the familiar St 
Lucian/Dominican greeting  

Interviewer: No I don’t but….. 

Elsena: I thought as much.   

Interviewer: My parents did not speak patois in the home…. 

Aside: Elsena interrupts again and the interviewer is prevented from speaking 
further. 

Elsena:  I suppose you going to tell me that they thought it would interfere in your 
English education! Ha Ha Ha. 

Interviewer: You know! (The interviewer attempts to acquiesce) 

Aside:  The interviewer now appears amused with herself and is now smiling at the 
Interviewee. 

Elsena:  You know why I have to rough you up like that. Don’t you? I was a rebel 
when I was young and I did not see the point of education. I am still a rebel now but 
for the right reasons. 

Interviewer: Of course and you are right. 

Elsena:  You know you could have learnt it? 

Interviewer: Learnt? 

Elsena: Patois 

Interviewer: I know. Yes I do see it as a missed opportunity. 

Elsena: Precisely! 

Aside: The interviewer is now beginning to feel concerned and worried about who is 
actually being interviewed and attempts to gain control of the process. 

Interviewer: This is why your project I think is an important one. Tell me about it. 

Elsena:  You know it’s never too late to learn. We have a language which is slowly 
dying because our parents failed to see its significance, especially those misguided 
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parents who came to build up this big country. Those – like your parents who did not 
appreciate their roots and culture - those who were ashamed of their heritage. 

Aside: The interviewer is appearing visibly uncomfortable with the accusation. 

Interviewer: Misguided perhaps but surely not ashamed. 

Elsena: Yes - Ashamed. 

Aside: This is asserted in a serious tone. 

Elsena:  My father is a Dominican and my mother was from St Lucia and she would 
Mamaguise me all the time to turn me away from speaking patois. But growing up I 
know it was part of my identity and made sure patois it was part of my vocabulary.  It 
never left me. In fact I cannot understand how so many St Lucian and Dominican 
children cannot speak patois and so many others can? It is like there is this big 
divide. I think those who don’t speak it look down their noses at those who do speak 
it – as if they are better than those who speak the language. Far from it I say! 

Interviewer:  Well I certainly do not fit into that category. Rather the opposite (the 
interviewer declares with a sense of loss of control) – I agree it should be promoted 
and regret not being able to speak it myself. 

Aside: Elsena stares at the Interviewer and is now smiling again. 

Elsena: Anyway I don’t want to offend you. That is not my role. You have come to 
ask me about lifelong learning. 

Interviewer: You know I am really inspired by your work. I think it is an important 
project. Can I start by asking you what you think of the concept of lifelong learning? 

Elsena: Sorry for putting you on the spot but that is just my style (She laughs out 
loud). 

Interviewer: So you are learning and promoting awareness whilst you are delivering 
this course? 

Aside: Elsena pauses and takes a deep breath. 

Elsena: I was just a child when I came here and my mum used to say, you have to 
do well in your education, they have the best schools here in Great Britain and you 
have to do well. But she did not know what I had to put up with back then. I had a 
hard job defending myself in that school, but now, I able to defend my community by 
going back to school! Yes – lifelong learning is good for defending the community. I 
enjoy learning now – I can see its purpose.  

Interviewer: That is very revealing.   

Narrative reflection: 
I wondered why she had presented her story in this way and was it that she wanted 
to give an explanation as to why she had perhaps prejudged me. I reflected on 
Earthy and Cronin’s (2008) assertion that a narrative approach not only concerns the 
story-telling components or characteristics but also the social interactions between 
interviewer and interviewee. 
 
Elsena: I am doing so much learning now at this college. I get a lot of valuable 
information from the High Commission and can see the progress that the islands are 
making to promote patois. You know it is not encouraged ‘back home’ at all. Not 
really. In fact in most cases, it is frowned upon and considered a retrograde step.  
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But it is such an important part of our culture. There are some in the Government 
who would want to get rid of but some want it as part of the curriculum.  Over here 
we have to promote it. We are best placed to promote it because we are supposed 
to be more educated as we have access to so much more opportunities in the 
community to learn. 

Interviewer: But this is a voluntary initiative? 

Aside:  She hands the interviewer a leaflet entitled ‘St Lucian creole’. 

Elsena: Some people think it is not a ‘proper language’ and that it is not written down 
but look. This is an example of how it is being developed and promoted. 

Interviewer: What types of people come to your course? 

Elsena:  Well I am trying to promote it in the community. The older women who come 
here to help me I don’t think are all that serious. It’s like they are coming here just to 
socialise. I still have to get them to believe in the project. It is not easy when their 
parents have this negative view that the language is inferior. In this area there is a 
large West Indian community and of course it is the area with the most Dominicans 
and St Lucians. I am looking at learning for the younger generation but there is a lot 
of work to do. 

Act 2: Speaking up for sisters 
 
Scene 1 
Narrator: Twilight set on a seemingly quiet residential street in the heart of 
multicultural Meads1, and as I walked alongside a stylish row of social housing, I was 
making my way towards the ‘Staying for Now’ Black Elders’ Project. Whilst standing 
at the front door, I heard the loud screams and laughter of Black ‘West Indian’ 
women engaged in lively banter. I could detect the variations in the West Indian 
dialects, from the Bajan shrill, to the curt Jamaican patois and then to the audible 
sound of deep Kittician swagger. I marvelled at what I considered an unusual mixing 
of Caribbean women in one informal social setting in the North of England. 
The younger woman (Elcina) in the group moved hurriedly to greet me at the door 
and still laughing said, in an unexpected Yorkshire accent: ‘They’re a bit lively today’.  

Scene 2 
Group interviews: the women’s narratives 
Narrative comment: From the outset whilst re-introducing my research with emphasis 
on first generation African Caribbean women, it became clear to the interviewer that 
the participants had concerns. 

Pamela: We are West Indians!  

Aside: Pamela declares this sharply with loud support from the other women. 

Anselma: But of course we are. 

Elcina: But there are women from Africa who also volunteer at the centre. 

Mary: Yes but we are not Africans?  

Aside: Not Africans is repeated by the other women. 

Narrative comment: I will reflect on these assertions later in this chapter.               
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Black matriarchs and the inadequacies of categorisation 
Identity was an important feature of my research and in the second Act, the black 
women matriarchs were adamant in their desire to be identified as West Indians.  In 
their later years, informal learning seemed to have promoted new confidences, 
providing the much needed vehicle to be able to openly voice their opinions. There 
are conflicting conceptions of what it means to be older, black and female in the UK, 
and the women’s stories argue the importance of exploring the diverse discourse in 
this area, particularly critical race theory in the work of Gilborne (2006) and others, 
which highlights the pressure to focus on ‘African Caribbean’ as an American 
conception that may be ultimately harmful and contribute to undermining the black 
race by not also recognising different experiences of history and migration. The 
women in my study appeared undaunted, however, by externally recommended 
labels, and asserted a clear choice in separating African from Caribbean. This choice 
seemed critical to their symbolic identities. They had already directly experienced 
what it meant to be labelled as coloured and then black; but now African? Whilst at 
one level, they appeared accepting of earlier labels, their stories indicate their levels 
of discomfort with these externally imposed designations. In their later years, they 
demonstrated a new confidence, drawn from the shared benefits promoted in their 
adult community learning spaces, providing them with the strengths to assert their 
deeply felt preferences around their own preferred labels of identity. 

 An earlier assertion by Hall concurs with the sentiments expressed by the women 
about not wishing to be identified as African: 

When I was growing up in the 1940s and 1950s as a child in Kingston, I was 
surrounded by the signs, music and rhythms of this Africa of the Diaspora, which 
only existed as a result of a long and discontinuous series of transformations. But, 
although almost everyone around me was some shade of brown or black (Africa 
'speaks'!), I never once heard a single person refer to themselves or to others as, 
in some way, or as having been at some time in the past, 'African' (Hall, 1992, 
231). 

Act 3: Speaking to represent 

Scene 1 
This Act presents a marked contrast to the majority of stories where the majority of 
the women have spoken in their own Caribbean dialects whilst telling their stories.  
This Act reveals that the Caribbean roots of the participants is not always clear in the 
‘middle class’ voices of the participants until, through passion and excitement the 
women revert to displaying their polyrhythmic realities and make use of the language 
of ‘back home’ as they engage with Caribbean patois. 
 
Scene 2  
The women’s speech appeared to me to be deliberately exaggerated as if they were 
projecting perfect British accents with a touch of class (Maguire, 1999) in their role 
as educators. 
 
Narrative interruption: 
I was startled by this unexpected sharp change of tone. It was as if the women had 
found a whole new language and had just decided to engage with it. Although I 
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understood the dialect, I felt completely shut out as the women were ignoring me. It 
appeared that they wanted to intentionally exclude me.  
Interviewer: Which country is this? 

Aside:  The interviewer’s question is ignored. 

Trudy: Pure scandalous, pure carry on. 

Aside: The Interviewer’s question is ignored. 

Madge: The man saying to everybody. You don’t need education! 

Flora: Wat a terrible ting. 

Deloris: Him favour Duppy!2 

 (All laughing) 

Aside: There is then a moment of silence as the interviewer gazes at the women. 
Deloris returns to her regal British accent. 

Narrative reflection:   
The women were depicted in the Act were born in the Caribbean and up until now all 
spoke perfect English. But it was now clear to me that at any time, such perfect 
English accents could quite easily switch to Caribbean patois. I reflected on the 
switch in accents which in my view demonstrated the strong connections between 
the women in a moment of solidarity in their willingness to temporarily shut out 
outsiders (the researcher in this case). I surmised that if they felt that I, as an 
outsider, might challenge their contempt of the issue under discussion, they may not 
have a chance to give the issue the condemnation they felt it warranted. This was 
also a feature of polyrhythmic reality (the sisterly support and trivial ways in which 
the women addressed serious matters). Although I acknowledged that the women 
may be aware that I could speak Caribbean patois, they perhaps concluded in my 
professional role as researcher I would be unlikely to use it to communicate with 
them. 
 
Overall narrative reflections 
The narrative stories depicted in two of the Acts featured women who were primarily 
dependent on social housing, health and social care support, contrasting with the 
more affluent women depicted in the final  Act, who displayed more confidence, 
choice and independence and who were perhaps seen as leading more comfortable 
lives. However, all the women represented had in common their shared belief in the 
value of education and learning, and their commitment to community endeavour and 
to volunteering for the benefit of others in the wider community. 
 
Conclusion 
The significance of sisterhood, community and race underpins both the women’s 
narratives and analysis of the ways that they constructed and made sense of their 
learning. This intersectionality of the different cultural experiences and identities 
displayed the women’s approaches to learning and the benefits they drew were 
based in their ‘first generation ‘West Indian’ experiences which were not separable 
from their roles as women, mothers, grandmothers or their community activities and 
responsibilities. The adult learning places and settings played an important part in 
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enabling what could take place. They symbolised both social and practical locations 
vital to the women.  
 
Notes 
1
 The actual name of the city is disguised in order to protect the identity of the women 

in the study. 
2 Jamaican slang for ghost or spirit. 
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Churning or lifeline? Life stories from de-
industrialised communities 

Jo Forster, University of Edinburgh, UK 

Background  
One of the key features of the economic history of North East England was its 
dependency on large-scale heavy industries such as coal mining, iron and steel and 
ship building. Fowler et al. (2001, 120-135), argues ‘that communities were created 
around these industries and became dependent on them’. In total, these industries 
employed tens of thousands of workers, mainly men. According to Friedman (1980, 
158), these jobs came with the insurance of ‘cradle to grave’ employment and the 
respect and self – esteem that accompanied it. Their decline has had an immense 
effect on individuals, families and communities. Pimlott (1981, 51) states, the ‘speed 
of economic change’ that took place from 1973 onwards has caused acute 
deprivation and ‘psychological problems’ and a ‘loss of self-esteem’ in North East 
industrial working class communities.  
 

In the UK the emergence of a new form of economy is based primarily on a 
combination of neo-liberal economic policies (McCafferty and Miller, 2010, 24) and 
production practices which are characteristic of post-Fordist techniques of small 
batch production and an increasing feminisation of the workplace (Amin, 1994, 251-
280). The industries that emerged, if at all, demanded an entirely new range of skills 
from the older heavy industries. Many men made redundant possessed skills that 
were non- transferable and in the new industrial climate they became surplus to 
requirement. 

In the new industries employers expect their workforce to meet the demands of a 
flexible, temporary, and low paid labour market with short-term contracts and the 
resultant insecurity and anxiety that can accompany these developments. In 
addition, County Durham, where this research study took place, experienced the 
overt assault on trade union power when the Thatcher government provoked the 
Miners’ Strikes of 1984; this was followed by the demise of the coalmining industry 
and the closure of its major steel plant at Consett in 1980.  

According to Foden et al. (2014, 7): 

The Miners’ Strike of 1984 may now be receding into history but this legacy of job 
losses that followed in its wake are still part of the everyday economic reality of 
most mining communities. The consequences are still all too visible in statistics on 
jobs, unemployment, benefits and health including mental health and a very large 
diversion of working age-men out of the labour market into ‘economic inactivity’ 
often on to incapacity benefits. 

The demise of the local occupational structure that was focused for many 
generations on manual work in the coalmining and steel industries and its way of life 
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suddenly came to an end. A new way of life – perhaps survival is more fitting -
emerged.  

 
Purpose of study 
Firstly, this article examines the effects of de-industrialisation and by way of 
illustration draws on the life experiences of two adult learners attending mandatory 
government programmes, in different de- industrialised communities of County 
Durham. Secondly, the study poses the question of whether government 
programmes have shaped the position, disposition and identity of the learners and 
changed their lives for the better. 
 

The research uses Hirschmann’s (1970) theory of ‘Exit, Loyalty and Voice’ as a 
framework for understanding the experience of learners and how they react in times 
of economic crisis. Exit and loyalty, in Hirschmann’s framework, was developed to 
encapsulate individualised responses to the problem of economic recession workers 
faced in a company or firm. Voice is more of a collective response as workers 
attempt to articulate their demands and common interests. The illustrations in this 
paper are related to the aspect of ‘exit’, where learners are expected and 
encouraged to respond to downturn by moving on, getting a skill and finding 
alternative employment. The theory will provide a framework to make connections 
between the impact of de- industrialisation and the realities of government 
programmes on the lives of the learners. 

The findings indicate that ‘exit’ is not working. Exit may not indicate an outcome but it 
does imply a sense of purpose and direction, which is not the experience reported on 
here. It is argued that ‘churning’ (Sunley et al., 2001, 484) is a more accurate way of 
capturing how the lives of learners are controlled in a process which moves them 
between welfare and short term government initiatives in a depressed local labour 
market. In some respects, however, these programmes provide a minimum lifeline of 
support service rather than meaningful employment.  

Participants and settings 
The two life stories are taken from a wider study of data collected from a sample of 
sixteen learners aged thirty years plus. All sixteen learners had returned to second 
chance learning through the government programme or community adult education 
for a minimum of two years. Most had no, or low level qualifications, and some had 
moderate literacy difficulties. The sample was made up of 50% men and 50% 
women. I chose a thirty years plus cohort because this age group is more likely than 
a younger age group to have experienced the process of industrial decline. A sample 
of 8 key stakeholders in adult education is also included in the doctoral study to 
explore how adult education has changed in response to de-industrialisation in these 
communities. 
 

Research Methodology 
Data was collected through semi-structured narrative- based interviews exploring the 
life history of each learner. These interviews aimed at understanding the views and 
experiences (past and present) of how social and economic structures and the 
culture of de-industrialisation had shaped and determined their life course (Dollard, 
1935, 8).  
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According to Thomas (2011, 98): 

 A case study may be 'instrumental' (an inquiry which serves a particular purpose), 
it may be explanatory (giving explanations on the interrelationships between 
different elements of study) with multiple cases that offer comparisons and be 
retrospective.  

Each case is made up of life history stories of three learners and set against the 
background of the local history of de- industrialisation and how adult education has 
changed in response to de-industrialisation in each community. This is an 
‘instrumental case study’ as it is an inquiry with the purpose of finding out more 
about the effects of learning on the lives of learners. It is also explanatory, as it will 
attempt to make connections between the effects of de-industrialisation and changes 
in a learner’s disposition and identity and if this has led to outcomes related to 
Hirschman’s theory of ‘exit, loyalty and voice’. Above all, this case study will reflect 
the social reality of those being studied and provide the opportunity for the voice of 
the learner to be heard. 

Data analysis for narratives was conducted through a grounded theory approach as 
narratives require a rigorous approach (Crang cited in Bold, 2012, 130). Grounded 
theory involves ‘inductive reasoning’ in that it enables us to generate ideas from the 
data, look for patterns and relationships across the data, and then progress from the 
data and observation to build theory (not test a hypothesis) (Charmaz, 2006, 103). 

Themes from life history stories 
Key themes emerging from the research are the way in which learners are constantly 
churned and recycled to and from welfare to work interviews and in and out of 
government programmes. In this way their lives are controlled and disciplined 
through mandatory attendance at these programmes in a demoralising process as 
learners feel and know they are going nowhere. 
  
In the following two ‘life stories’ I provide abbreviated accounts of the narratives of 
living with de-industrialisation supplied by Brian and Henry. The names are fictitious, 
the stories are very real. 
 
Brian 
Brian recalls a sense of relief on leaving school in this former mining community, ‘the 
day I left school it was good it was positive’. He left with no qualifications and a 
negative experience of formal education. Brian’s life has lacked the economic 
security enjoyed by his father and grandfather. He recalls how difficult it was to find 
work after leaving school. ‘After a length of time I am starting to struggle to find 
work’. Rather than become unemployed he enrolled as a full time student at a further 
education college for two years.  

On leaving college at eighteen his search for work proved fruitless. Brian’s only 
option was to move on to welfare benefits which lasted for four years. Throughout 
this time Brian recalls that he attended evening classes for computing to keep 
himself going, however, he states ‘I am starting to struggle …to keep myself 
motivated, I did lots of temporary courses on computers at the college at evening 
classes’. Brian attended in the evening so it would not affect his welfare benefits, as 
he was required to be available for work during the day. 
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At the age of 22 years he hoped for a better future as he entered the labour market 
for the first time ‘through an agency on a temporary basis’. Since then he has been 
intermittently employed on short-term agency contracts. This precarious work lasted 
until 2005 when, for the first time, he finally secured ‘permanent’ work. However, in 
the 2008 economic crisis his job was affected and eventually disappeared in 2010. 

Brian explains his precarious circumstances and his unsuccessful efforts to secure 
work: 

I am …going round in circles getting nowhere …the Job Centre put me on a 13 
week course …the minimum number of job applications was 5 applications a 
day…the Yellow Pages you go through and apply, apply, apply it’s hard work. 

Since 2010 he has had no choice but to claim welfare benefits. The Coalition 
Government, through its welfare reforms, has instituted a range of ‘conditions’ which 
claimants must fulfil. Brian must be ‘genuinely seeking work’ and he is mandated to 
attend temporary government programmes for vocational related learning, otherwise 
his benefits will be sanctioned and eventually stopped. Brian explains how he is 
treated through the welfare system: 

The Job Centre put me through the training provider called Partnership Trust for 2 
years to do the basics on how to look for jobs, how to do CVs , how to act at work, 
how to treat people at work, how to respect other people. I attended 3 times a 
week and then the Partnership Trust sent me to this government programme. I 
was supposed to go on a customer based training course. The next thing I am in a 
warehouse, there are no customers in a warehouse. It is not just me who is having 
these issues there are other people as well. The training provider is getting rid of 
people and putting them where they want them and they don’t care what the 
learners think.  

Despite this negative experience of the process he acknowledges that the tutors he 
has met are supportive in increasing confidence and self-esteem, ‘the tutors back 
you up and they put you on the right path with confidence.’ 

Brian has achieved some low level qualifications but it has not helped him cope with 
anxiety and loss of control over his life. His life has been a constant struggle; the 
‘exit’ he has experienced is a revolving door of short-term, insecure work and 
meaningless schemes whose only redeeming feature is the positive role played by 
adult education tutors. In his present precarious existence he cycles around his local 
area in search of work, but with no success. 

Henry 
Henry’s experience of school in the steel town was negative. In his words ‘teachers 
did not want to be there anymore than the students’. He left with no qualifications 
and a poor education that left him with literacy and numeracy difficulties. Henry has 
lacked economic security and direction in his life. Unlike his father, who held 
permanent manual work in the steel industry, Henry has experienced long periods of 
unemployment mixed with short- term government programmes. Henry describes his 
employment history as ‘patchy... it has been a lot like that yea in and out of factory 
work and everything’. 
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 He recalls the number of government initiatives he has attended while unemployed 
‘over the years I have been all over the town in various places with different training 
providers. I have dipped in and out of different courses at different times’.  

Henry found the benefits of engaging in learning were better than being isolated at 
home and with the help of supportive tutors he recently achieved  a level 2 in 
numeracy skills. He explains: 

It made me feel I was wasting all me time when unemployed, you know, it was 
nice to be doing something. I have got me level 2 numeracy but I’ve got me level 2 
literacy skills to take in a couple of weeks. 

In the above terms, Henry values his participation on the government programme as 
he works towards achieving his literacy qualification. However, he is anxious and 
feels insecure as he expresses concern regarding the Job Centre Plus universal job 
match system, that monitors the number of job applications he makes. He vividly 
describes the effects of the welfare reform system on himself and other claimants: 

 It’s now more ‘strict’ on the dole now and I have to go on this job thing every day. 
I have to go on the job’s match…before it wasn’t as difficult…it has made me feel 
more pressurised and every time you sign on you are always worried that you 
haven’t done everything just right because they will stop your money you know 
..yea... definitely a bad thing like.. I know a lot of people say it’s like, ‘light a fire 
under us’, as we have to please them rather than focus on your job search. 

Participation in government initiatives has provided Henry with a lifeline of a local 
support service that has at least prevented him from becoming socially isolated and 
enabled him to overcome his literacy and numeracy difficulties. It has not provided 
him with secure employment and ‘exit’ with a purpose eludes him as he continues to 
live a precarious existence. 

Analysis of stories 
These two short stories contribute towards our understanding of the long-term 
effects of de-industrialisation on learners attending government programmes in 
depressed labour market areas. They show that such economic structural changes 
in communities from the 1970s, and subsequent neo-liberal policies such as 
flexibilisation of the workplace, have increased poverty and left a legacy for future 
generations that now experience insecurity, anxiety and a precarious existence. The 
political has had personal consequences which undermine and hollow out people’s 
lives.  
 

According to the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (1999, 
26): 

Welfare-to-work policies are ultimately delivered at the local level. They must 
therefore be adapted to local needs ... If local policy-makers are given flexibility, 
they can design approaches that respond to local needs and opportunities, or bend 
mainstream programmes to local circumstances. 

Life stories reveal that government programmes are localised and delivered in the 
heart of communities to respond to local need as recommended by OECD. However 
well meaning this type of policy rhetoric might seem it still does not work. Despite 
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some efforts the major effect of de-industrialisation on the lives of these male 
learners has been their exclusion from sustainable employment since leaving school.  

The stories show a struggle for survival by these learners that is conveyed through 
being on demand for short term, low skilled, low waged work. These working 
patterns are mixed with long periods of unemployment combined with attendance on 
‘welfare to work’ programmes. According to Wacquant (2008, 27) ’economic 
restructuring has brought not simply loss of income and erratic employment but 
outright denial of access to wage earning activities’. 

Meaning and purpose are also casualties of this experience. The process of 
‘churning’ learners through ‘welfare to work’ government programmes is a form of 
government control and discipline in return for meagre welfare payments. According 
to Robinson (cited in Sunley et al., 2001, 485): 

There has been a significant departure from traditional welfare systems in that 
they require people to work in return for social assistance benefits. In contrast to 
pre-existing social welfare and unemployment benefit programmes, in which state 
support was passive, unconditional and entitlement-based, the new workfare 
systems are strongly conditional. 

Under the auspices of the ‘welfare to work’ scheme adult education and training is 
offered in community settings. The underlying political aim is to change attitudes 
towards work. The poor must accept responsibility for their own failure to secure a 
meaningful life; the individualising response of ‘exit’ has little hope of success when 
the problem is a systemic failure in the labour market. In this context the meaning of 
exit has more negative connotations. According to Wacquant (2009, 79) the state 
has become ‘a disciplinary state’ rather than a ‘welfare state’. Henry is very aware of 
this political change by describing the state as ‘lighting a fire under us’.  

The exclusion of people from sustainable working practices is an outcome of 
‘flexibilisation’, which according to Sennett (1998, 51-54) focus mostly on the aim of 
‘bending people’ to the demands of the economy. But people will only bend when 
they lack will, motivation and alternatives; this is the meaning of the churning 
process which is illustrated in the two accounts presented. This new way of working 
has created short-term opportunities with no future and a new way of ‘organizing 
time, particularly working time’ (Sennett, 2008, 22). 
 
Standing (2011, 12) reinforces Sennett’s message: 
 

Individuals who have insecure employment and jobs of only a limited duration with 
minimal labour protection and no sense of a secure occupational identity are 
known as the ‘precariat’. Their lives are defined by short-termism and insecurity 
which could evolve into a mass incapacity to think long term, induced by the low 
probability of personal progress or building a career or social mobility.  
 

Brian and Henry’s confidence has been undermined and they feel demoralised. As 
Standing (2011, 12) points out ‘the precariat lives with anxiety… are insecure in the 
mind and stressed, at the same time underemployed’. According to Wray and 
Stephen (2012, 329-336) in their study of mining communities the consequences of 
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de-industrialisation caused ‘depression and loss of self -worth and confidence at an 
individual and collective level’. 
 
Brian and Henry remain dependent on welfare and apply for jobs that do not exist 
and in Brian’s case attending training that does not meet his learning needs. 
According to Wacquant (2008, 200) there is a strong connection between ‘place and 
dependency’. This is as relevant in former rural de-industrialised areas of North East 
England as it is in the ‘banlieue’ (the red belt) that’s spans the periphery of Paris or  
Chicago’s ‘black belt’ (203). All of these former industrial centres have experienced 
deregulation of the labour market, higher levels of poverty, joblessness and material 
hardship with large numbers of households dependent on welfare. Furthermore the 
reduction or ‘total abandonment’ in public spending caused the decomposition of 
many of these neighbourhoods includes their voluntary and public services too 
(Wacquant, 2008, 218-226).  
 
Conclusion 
Brian and Henry have now spent their lifetime working to improve their skills through 
attendance at different government initiatives. However, the learning undertaken is 
not necessarily of their choice or meeting their learning needs or even the needs of a 
depressed labour market. Brian and Henry’s disposition (their inherent qualities that 
enables them to interact with others) have not been enhanced. Brian’s disposition 
has become more frustrated through attendance at these programmes that lead 
nowhere. Henry’s disposition is more anxious due to the surveillance conditions set 
by ‘welfare to work’. 
   
Both learners have achieved low-level qualifications through government 
programmes. Henry says it has been a ‘lifeline’ in preventing him from becoming 
socially excluded. This is some consolation, but not much of one. The reality is that 
exit for both learners continues to mean being ‘churned’ through government 
programmes which means, in reality, going nowhere.  

References 
Amin A (ed) (1994) Post Fordism: A Reader, Oxford, Blackwell Publishers. 

Bold C (2012) Using Narrative in Research, London, Sage.  

Charmaz K (2011 reprint) Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide through 

Qualitative Analysis, London, Sage Publications. 

Dollard J (1935) Criteria for the Life History, New Haven: Yale University Press 

Foden M, Fothergill S and Gore T (2004) The State of the Coalfields, Report by 

Sheffield Hallam University, Commissioned by the Coalfields Regeneration Trust. 

Fowler P, Robinson M and Boniface P (2001) ‘Pride and Prejudice: Two Cultures 

and the North East’s Transition’ in J Tomaney (ed.) (2001) A Region in Transition: 

North East England at the Millennium, Ashgate Publishing. 

Friedman M and Friedman R (1980) Free to Choose: a personal statement, 

Harmondsworth, Penguin. 



175 
 

Hirschman  A O (1970) Exit, Voice and Loyalty, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Harvard 

University Press. 

McCafferty P and Miller D (2010) ‘What was Neoliberalism?’ in N Davidson (ed) 

(2010) Neoliberal Scotland: Class and Society in a Stateless Nation, Cambridge, 

Scholars Publishing.  

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (1999) ‘The local 

dimension of welfare-to-work: an international survey, Paris 2000 rewarding work’ 

Employment Outlook, June, 7, 10, p. 26. 

Pimlott B (1981) ‘The North East: Back to 1930s’ in B Crick (ed) Unemployment,  

London, Methuen. 

Sennett R (1998) The Corrosion of Character, New York, W.W.Norton & Company. 

Standing G (2011) The Precariat: The New Dangerous Class, Bloomsbury 

Academic. 

Sunley P, Martin R and Nativel C (2001) ‘Mapping the New Deal: local disparities in 

the performance of Welfare to Work’, The Institute of British Geographers, NS26,  

pp. 484-512. 

Thomas G (2011) How to do your case study, London, Sage Publications. 

Wacquant L (2008) Urban Outcasts, Cambridge, Polity Press. 

Wacquant L (2009) Punishing the Poor, London, Duke University Press. 

Wray D and Stephenson C (2012) ‘‘Standing the gaff’: Immiseration and its 

consequences in the de-industrialised mining communities of Cape Breton Island 

and County Durham’. Capital & Class, 36, 2, pp.323-336. 

  



176 
 

Back to top 

 

The REAL Project: recognising what adult educators 
have learned 

Sarah Galloway, University of Stirling, and Jackie Howie, Learning Link 
Scotland, Scotland 

The Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) has gathered importance as a process for 
recognising the competency of those who have built up their professional reputations 
through work experience rather than academic qualifications. RPL processes allow 
adults to gain recognition of the learning they have gained through working rather 
than formal study, in some cases leading to summative assessment. For example, in 
Scotland, Social Services have developed processes for recognising the expertise of 
care workers, incorporating formal accreditation (SSSC, 2010). The Scottish Credit 
and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) has also published advice and guidance 
enabling employers to develop RPL processes (SCQF, 2010), placing emphasis on 
the creation of reflective accounts as evidence of prior learning. 
 
This paper will describe the work of the REAL Project, a pan-European research 
initiative, funded by the European Union’s Lifelong Learning Program, which 
developed tools to enable the recognition of the prior learning of adult educators 
across Europe (Galloway, 2015c). European adult educators demonstrate a wide 
range of skills, knowledge and practices in their everyday activity (Wihak et al., 2014; 
Buiskool et al., 2009, 2010; Malcolm, 2014). Aside from teaching and assessment, 
activities such as coaching, mentoring, counselling and guidance, as well as 
programme development and the creation of educational materials, can feature as 
major aspects of their daily work (Buiskool et al., 2009). In addition, it is common for 
adult educators not to hold a teaching qualification, instead developing as successful 
practitioners through experiential learning (Milana, 2010). This creates challenges for 
adult educators who wish to have their experiential learning formally recognised, so 
that they might gain access to higher education or further their careers. The REAL 
Project developed RPL processes in the European wide context, with partners in 
Ireland, Estonia, Romania and Scotland. However, this paper focuses on its work 
within the Scottish context. We describe the rationale behind the development of an 
RPL Toolkit designed to assist the formative assessment of adult educators in 
Scotland. In particular, the project assumed that RPL was an educational process for 
adult educators, so that the Toolkit content needed to incorporate adult educators’ 
own understandings of best practice in adult education.  
 
In Scotland, adult educators work across the public, private or third sectors and have 
job titles including tutor, workplace trainer, mentor, coach or development worker, 
amongst others. The role of an adult educator might have some overlap with a 
lecturer in Further Education, or with Community Learning and Development (CLD). 
Both FE and CLD have their own professional standards (see http://www.i-develop-
cld.org.uk; Morrison, 2012) and recognised routes to degree level qualifications that 
take RPL into account. The CLD Council has a continuous professional development 
tool (i-Develop). However, adult education does not have visibility as a distinct field 
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or area of practice. Whilst there are some qualifications available, there are no 
recognised routes and no coherent set of professional standards. The purpose of the 
REAL project was to explore and start to build routes to recognition, through the 
creation of a professional standards framework for adult educators and a ‘toolkit’ that 
might support them through an RPL process. Because there are currently no 
consistent routes to qualification for adult educators in Scotland, the project could not 
reasonably aim to create an RPL process leading to summative assessment (i.e. a 
qualification in adult education). However, we could (and did) create a formative 
process, i.e. a process that assists and supports the learning of adult educators.  
 
A stated aim of the REAL Project was to place adult educators at the centre of the 
development of a process that could recognise their prior learning. A range of adult 
educators, reflecting the diversity of practice, were involved in the project. There 
were two parts to the project development. Firstly, the creation of a competency 
framework for adult educators (Galloway, 2015a), which, for the first time, allows 
adult educators to assess their own professional learning against the Scottish Credit 
and Qualifications Framework at Levels 7 to 10 (university degree level). Secondly, a 
Toolkit (Galloway, 2015b) was created that might support adult educators through 
the self-assessment process, whilst simultaneously producing a portfolio that 
evidences experiential learning in ways that employers, universities and colleges can 
understand. As stated above, we endeavoured to place adult educators at the centre 
of the development of both the Competency Framework and the Toolkit and below 
we explain how we attempted to achieve this. 
  
Development of the REAL Competency Framework for Adult Educators (Galloway, 
2015a) necessitated identifying the competencies, (i.e. the values, skills and 
knowledge) of adult educators. In addition, once identified, the competencies had to 
be levelled against the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) so that 
adult educators could assess what they had learned. We aimed to undertake these 
tasks with adult educators influencing key decisions and judgements.  
 
The REAL Competency Framework was initially put together from existing National 
Occupational Standards (NOS) for workers in the lifelong learning sector, which 
belong to the public. NOSs describe what a person needs to do, know and 
understand in order to carry out their role in a consistent and competent way and are 
intended to inform ‘best practice’ in a given professional area. The core of the REAL 
Competency Framework was informed by NOSs set out by Lifelong Learning UK 
(2006) and also the  Professional Standards for Teachers and Trainers in Education 
and Training (EFT, 2014), which in turn were created following a range of 
consultations with upwards of nine hundred and fifty education professionals (ibid). 
Because these existing National Occupational Standards were developed following 
large scale consultations, we had confidence that the resulting Competency 
Framework reflected adult educators’ values, knowledge and skills and would be 
both understandable and recognisable to adult educators across their diverse fields 
of practice. What’s more, because the NOSs belong to the public and are publically 
available, there is a high degree of traceability and transparency for any adult 
educator intent upon investigating the origin of the Competency Framework. 
As mentioned above, adult education in Scotland, though not a distinct educational 
field, does have overlaps with college lecturing and community work. For example, 
literacy tutors in Scotland are funded by and work as part of Community Learning 
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and Development programmes. Similarly, prison education, which might involve 
teaching life skills or developing theatre projects, is largely contracted to Colleges of 
Further Education. To ensure consistency, the emerging REAL Competency 
Framework was mapped against the standards for Community Learning and 
Development (http://www.i-develop-cld.org.uk) as well as those for Lecturers in 
Scotland’s colleges (Morrison, 2012). Some of the language associated with these 
two professional areas was incorporated into the Framework, in order to make the 
overlaps visible.  
 
The result was fifteen competencies, set out as values, knowledge and skills 
associated with the practice of adult educators. The Framework was then levelled 
against the Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework (SCQF) at levels 
corresponding to a university degree. The levelling process is transparent in the 
sense that it was informed entirely by publicly available SCQF documentation 
(SCQF, 2010, 2012, 2013) written with the purpose of supporting this type of activity. 
The SCQF Partnership were actively involved in consultation during the levelling 
process, ensuring that the levelling was consistent and maintained the integrity of the 
credit and qualifications framework in Scotland. The next stage was for the levelled 
REAL Framework to be scrutinised and amended by adult educators, alongside the 
accompanying REAL Toolkit (Galloway, 2015b), designed to support an RPL 
process for adult educators.  
 
Importantly, the REAL Competency Framework was used to inform the design of the 
Toolkit and so we discuss some of its features below. The values integral to the 
REAL Competency Framework are crucial because they inform all of the other 
competencies, be they skills or knowledge based. These are: 
 

V1 LEARNER NEEDS AND GOALS  
Make judgements and decisions that demonstrate commitment to 
the goals and aspirations of all learners and the experiences they 
bring to their education, ensuring that learners’ voices are heard 
and influence educational provision  
 

V2 EQUALITY AND DIVERSITY  
Make judgements and decisions that demonstrate commitment to 
the need for equality, diversity and inclusion in relation to learners, 
the workforce, and the community  
 

V3 DEVELOPING YOUR OWN VALUES  
Demonstrate commitment to critiquing, reflecting on, evaluating and 
challenging your practice, judgements, values and beliefs as an 
adult educator, with the aim of furthering the potential for education 
to transform lives  
 

V4 PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT  
Demonstrate commitment to taking up opportunities for professional 
development as an educator and as an expert in own subject 
specialist area and its teaching  
 

V5 RELATIONSHIPS IN EDUCATION  



179 
 

Make judgements that demonstrate commitment to building 
constructive educational relationships with learners and positive 
relationships with colleagues in the interests of learners’ progress 
and development  
 

V6 INSPIRATION AND ENTHUSIASM  
Demonstrate how learners might be inspired, motivated and have 
their aspirations raised through your enthusiasm and knowledge’ 
                          (Galloway, 2015a, 2) 

A question worth asking is how do these values differ from those set out in the 
professional standards for other roles in education? Inclusion, equality and diversity 
are integral to standards right across the post-compulsory education sector, 
including those for teaching in Higher Education (HEA, 2011) as well as community 
and further education. However, a central difference is the duty placed on adult 
educators to take ownership of developing their own values and practice (see V 3, 
‘Developing your own values’ above). Perhaps this reflects the diversity of the field in 
which adult educators operate, where educational activity could incorporate an array 
of values, ranging from those found in the armed services or prisons, the ethics of a 
charitable foundation or work place core principles. Or it could be a consequence of 
an on-going situation where the lack of formal routes to qualification has compelled 
adult educators to take responsibility for their own ‘on the job’ learning and 
accompanying beliefs (Malina, 2008). 
  
The Toolkit to accompany the competency framework was designed to assist adult 
educators in identifying what they had learned and to evidence this in ways that 
employers, colleges and universities might recognise. Following the rationale that 
influenced the design of ‘Flexipath’ (Godding et al., 2008), a similar toolkit designed 
for use by managers in the area of adult education, we considered the REAL Toolkit 
as an educational pack for adult educators. Following this logic, the design of the 
Toolkit needed to incorporate and therefore rate highly against the values, skills and 
knowledge outlined in the REAL Competency Framework. This rationale informed 
our initial judgements about what needed to be in the Toolkit to support adult 
educators as learners, as well as the style in which it was written. This included the 
decision to incorporate activities and exercises inviting adult educators to develop 
their own values and to critically reflect upon their practice (Moon, 2000; Bolton, 
2010; Brookfield, 1995). 
 
Adult educators trialed the initial draft of the Toolkit in tandem with the Competency 
Framework. These pilots were organised as adult education workshops rather than 
focus groups so that participation contributed to the educators own continuous 
professional development, whilst the issues and problems that they raised informed 
the design of the final version of the Toolkit. Participants from twelve organisations 
were involved in the pilots, contacted via Learning Link Scotland, including 
representation from the public, private and voluntary sectors. None of the 
participants (bar one) had an adult education or teaching qualification. Aside from 
raising comments and suggestions for changes to the Toolkit and Framework, views 
were expressed about the potential for the REAL Toolkit beyond supporting RPL. 
Though designed to assist RPL, participants felt that the toolkit would be a helpful 
tool for CPD processes within their organisations; there was a perceived lack of CPD 
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opportunities for adult educators which the REAL Toolkit could fill. The potential for 
the toolkit to be used to assist in writing effective on job applications was also raised 
and one participant successfully used an initial draft of the Toolkit for this purpose. 
The adult educators felt that RPL processes should be engaged with socially 
because reflection on one’s professional practice was difficult to achieve as a lone 
exercise. This made sense given that adult educators might endorse the idea that 
education is by definition a social activity and RPL can be considered as an 
educational process. Participants also expressed how much they welcomed the rare 
opportunity to meet other adult educators and discuss their practice, particularly 
those who were the sole educator within their organisation. We were also aware that 
some participants needed support with the written reflective exercises, in particular 
those who educated adults in non-writing activities such as gardening or joinery. 
Social networking was suggested as a possibility for facilitating social engagement 
with RPL, with the prospect of finding mentors or critical friends to work with. In the 
context of reflective activity, the participants were particularly enthusiastic about the 
exercises relating to identifying and taking ownership of values. The ‘values 
exercises’ were especially welcomed and encouraged wide ranging and 
spontaneous discussions which allowed adult educators to consider ‘where they are 
at’ and the directions that they might want to take. 
 
Regardless of whether the Toolkit was engaged with by lone educators or through 
workshop activity, there were indications that it could encourage partnership working 
on projects developing educational opportunities for adult learners. The higher levels 
in the REAL Competency Framework demand co-production, partnership working 
and engagement with professional networks as ways to achieving excellence as an 
adult educator. Interestingly, this was demonstrated during the workshops 
themselves, when educators, without prompting, conversed about the possibility of 
future joint projects and exchanged contact details.  

 

In general, adult educators tended to under-assess themselves against the 
Competency Framework. Those who had become adult educators as a result of 
sideways moves (e.g. ex-army personnel) or through hobbies (e.g. dog training) had 
a particular tendency to under-score themselves. There was also an assumption that 
higher levels could only be achieved by managers. In response, the Competency 
Framework was revised to ensure that all the highest levels included illustrative 
examples of activities that any adult educator could work towards, providing their 
employer organisation encouraged CPD activity. 
 
Adult educators wanted clear guidance about goal setting for the future and made 
explicit their desire for an RPL process with the potential for summative assessment. 
This has subsequently been reiterated during workshops utilising the REAL Toolkit 
and Competency Framework with adult educators in the Edinburgh Council area, in 
March 2015. This has encouraged our belief that the issue of recognition for adult 
educators is a pertinent one. The visibility of adult education as a distinct sector, with 
its own values and practices, is of importance, particularly in the context of the 
current funding crisis. The REAL Toolkit and Scottish Competency Framework are 
publically available for adult educators to customise and use as they see fit, via the 
project website where queries and comments are welcome (see Galloway, 2015c). 
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Learning across two sites: the importance of 
learning in workplace and educational institutions 

Adeline Yuen Sze Goh, Universiti Brunei Darussalam, Brunei 

Introduction 
Most training programmes leading to a vocation usually require individuals to spend 
a period of time in the workplace as part of the learning process about the nature of 
work involved. On becoming teachers in many countries, including Brunei, this 
period provides opportunities for trainee teachers to learn to become professional 
members of the vocational teacher community. However, this period, which is 
ascribed with the term ‘workplace learning’ does not involve a straightforward 
process of ‘becoming’ a teacher in the teaching community.  Workplace learning in 
other fields, has been researched and well-theorised compared to the extent and 
depth of theorisation of workplace learning in teacher education (Hager, 2011; 
Rainbird et al., 2004). However, Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2005) argue that one of 
the main ways of improving teachers’ performance is to understand the job-related 
learning of teachers, that is, the workplace learning of teachers. Similarly, in order to 
improve the learning of trainee teachers, there is a need to understand the 
workplace practices of these teachers at their teaching placements, and what might 
be learned from the conceptualisations of learning from other professions.  
   

In the UK, there was an intention to move pre-service teacher education out of 
higher education and back to schools, in the belief and view that, gaining more 
experience in schools will automatically and inevitably lead to better performance 
and quality of learning of trainee teachers (Gove, 2010). On a similar view, the 
teacher education programme, Masters of Teaching in Brunei, has shifted their locus 
of learning and pedagogy of instruction towards more school-based learning, which 
requires trainee teachers to be at their teaching placements four days a week. This 
shift of locus of learning which has now been relocated into the classroom, would 
also need a reconceptualisation of the role of higher education in this teacher 
education programme. As we seek to critically evaluate this shift of learning, there is 
a need to return to understand the importance of having trainee teachers learn at 
their teaching placements i.e. workplace learning and at the higher education 
institution i.e. university learning.  The key purpose of this paper is to argue for the 
importance of learning at the two different learning sites as both sites offer different 
social practices which create constructive tensions supporting the development of 
trainee teachers using Hodkinson et al.’s (2007) theory of learning cultures.   

Before the introduction of the Masters of Teaching in Brunei, becoming a vocational 
teacher in Brunei involved trainee teachers enrolling in a one-year full-time 
postgraduate teacher training programme. Most of these trainee teachers usually 
have had some teaching experience in their colleges for at least one year. This is 
because, they were recruited upon their university graduation and were required to 
teach in any of the vocational colleges before enrolling themselves to a teacher 
training programme. This one-year teacher training programme consisted of two 
semesters which were structured in a way that required trainee teachers to spend 
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one day a week at their previous college whilst attending the university course four 
days a week. In contrast to this structure, the Masters of Teaching requires trainee 
teachers to spend four days a week at any vocational college and one day at the 
university.   

Both teacher education programmes require trainee teachers to be a part of the 
university course and their teaching placements, which involve both workplace 
learning and university-based learning. The term ‘workplace learning’ has been used 
differently. Workplace learning, could be learning about work, i.e. the operations 
within an organization; learning for work, i.e. preparing the necessary pedagogical 
skills needed for the teaching profession and lastly learning through work, i.e. using 
workplace as a context for learning (Huddleston and Oh, 2004). In this paper, I 
define workplace learning as learning that takes place within the workplace, 
although, this could oversimplify the complex process of workplace learning.    

This paper follows a fairly conventional sequence where I begin this paper by 
providing a brief literature review on the different conceptualisations of learning, 
more specifically, the social situated perspective of learning. This is to provide a 
justification as to how this paper has drawn from Hodkinson et al.’s (2007) theory of 
learning cultures. Subsequently, a short description of the research study which 
provided the empirical evidence, followed by a discussion of the evidence drawn 
from the study.   

Learning as a socially situated practice 
Drawing from the findings of a study on further education teachers in the UK (e.g. 
Avis and Bathmaker, 2006, 2009); Orr and Simmons, 2010) and a similarly study on 
vocational teachers in Brunei (e.g. Goh, 2014), they have shown how the teacher 
practice placements, which are a crucial formative experience, have shaped both 
teachers’ professional identity and their different dispositions towards teaching.  
Here, learning is seen as a process of becoming through participation in the social 
practices of a community of practice. That is, learning is a process of becoming a 
member of a community (Sfard, 1998). Lave and Wenger’s (1991) legitimate 
peripheral participation has been used widely to try to understand how individuals 
are shaped into their identities through participating in the social practices within 
communities of practice. This concept is helpful in understanding workplace learning 
where newcomers learn alongside the established workers, the different cultural and 
historical norms, habits, and languages used. Although so, this concept has received 
criticisms on the overemphasis on the situation and thus, one of the limitations of this 
approach is that what is learnt is situated and not transferable (Avis and Bathmaker, 
2006, 2009). 
   
Although Lave and Wenger (1991) consider learning as a social practice, and 
different practices shape learners’ identities (Lave, 1996), they did not address how 
these different practices arise. Billett (2001) argues that the learning of individual 
learners is contingent upon the workplace affordances and the extent to which 
individuals elect to participate in the work practice. Hence, there is an 
interdependence between the social practice and individual participating in the social 
practice. Following this, individuals’ dispositions to learning has a lot to do with their 
own biography and predispositions (Hodkinson and Hodkinson, 2004; Goh, 2013).  
Acknowledging that learning is best understood through understanding the 
relationship between the individual learners and the context, this paper intends to 
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argue for the importance of learning across different sites. As argued earlier, Lave 
and Wenger’s (1991) concept of communities of practice which have been used to 
understand workplace learning, often overlooks the importance of learning within the 
formal institutions e.g. learning that takes place within the university learning site.  In 
addressing this, Billett (2002) reminded us that learning in workplace and 
educational institutions is similar in aspects. In his own words, ‘workplaces and 
educational institutions merely represent different instances of social practices in 
which learning occurs through participating in it’. Thus, learning in workplaces and 
educational institutions can be understood through understanding the respective 
participatory practices.   

Drawing from Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and field, Hodkinson et al.’s (2007) 
theory of learning cultures sees learning culture as the social practices through 
which people learn. A learning culture should not be understood as a closed context 
or environment where learning takes place. It is not the same as a learning site. It 
considers that the practice within a learning site is constituted by the actions, 
dispositions and different interpretations of the participants (See Hodkinson et al., 
2007). It also considers that learning cultures within a learning site are influenced by 
factors within and beyond it.   

Drawing on Hodkinson et al.’s (2007) understanding of learning cultures, it highlights 
the complexity of learning within a site. In this case, in conceptualising the learning of 
trainee teachers, we should not either overly focused on the workplace learning of 
teachers, but equally important, we should focus on learning within the university 
learning site. This is because, when learning is viewed through Hodkinson et al.’s 
lens, it shows learning within each site is positioned in relation to each other, that is, 
in a learning field. For Hodkinson et al., any learning culture functions and is 
constructed and reconstructed, through the ‘forces’ of one of more fields. Following 
this, different learning cultures can enable or prohibit different learning opportunities 
for different participants or in Billett’s (2001) term, workplace affordances.   

In addition to understanding the workplace learning of trainee teachers, there is a 
need to move back to the basics – understanding learning within higher education.  
Evidence based, where do these teachers think and reflect?  Where do they obtain 
the research skills?   

The research study 
The research study is drawn on the findings of a completed study to explore how 
individuals learn to become vocational teachers in Brunei.  It was a small-scale 
qualitative study of a group of trainee teachers undergoing a one-year teacher 
training programme in one of the Brunei Universities. This group of trainee teachers 
were chosen, based on ease of access to them by the researcher, as I was one of 
the members of staff involved in teaching this course prior to this research study.  
These trainee teachers come from various vocational backgrounds such as 
engineering, business studies, computing, nursing etc. and had between one and 
three years of teaching experience. 
  
The study consisted of two rounds of data collection which included up to two semi-
structured interviews with each participant. These two rounds of data collection were 
carried out, firstly to establish the trainee teachers’ initial experiences and 
expectations of the teacher training programme at the beginning of the course and, 
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secondly, to serve as a follow-up interview and to take the second interview to a 
deeper level by asking for more details (Rossman and Rallis, 2003). Case studies 
were written up for each participant which aimed to present a ‘thick description’ 
(Geertz, 1973) of each of the participants. Comparisons were made across these 
case studies to look for similarities and differences in order to search for patterns 
and themes that could emerge.   

Due to the nature of the study and the limited time-frame and resources, the data 
from this study was derived from individual interviews alone. This could be seen as a 
limitation in the data as the data obtained about individual learning experiences at 
the two learning sites was drawn only from the trainee teachers’ perspectives. For 
the purpose of this paper, the following section has been heuristically structured to 
present the different practices at different placements of the participants. 

Discussion 
At the university, the trainee teachers attended lectures and tutorials. They met 
regularly with their peers for discussion at micro teaching and tutorial sessions.  
They learnt through observing their peer’s teaching during the course which allowed 
them to reflect on their own teaching practices. They talked about the importance of 
informal discussions with their peers beyond the everyday lectures and tutorial 
sessions. However, they described the lack of active involvement in the teacher 
development programme. Trainee teachers as adults, are committed to learning 
when they feel that what they have learnt can be applied in their teaching 
placements (Guskey and Huberman, 1995; Gravani, 2014). What they have learnt at 
the university and what the trainee teachers experienced are two separate things.  
This tension is arguably helpful in developing teachers’ own professional identity 
(Goh, 2014). Trainee teachers are operating in a double structure training 
programme which results in a ‘space’ for them to make their own choices about how 
to respond to tensions experienced. That is, the practices advocated at two distinct 
learning sites are different as they serve different purposes; it is in this ‘space’ where 
trainee teachers learn to create knowledge and critically think about their own 
pedagogical personality and teaching competence. 
   
There were similar practices across the different learning placements but there were 
also some obvious differences which influence the way the trainee teachers learn.  
Some trainee teachers had unhelpful mentors, for example, Sarah was unable to 
reflect critically on her own pedagogical competence as she did not receive any 
constructive feedback from her mentor.  

Sarah: …Honestly it has been difficult to meet up with her, because it has been 
very unpredictable but when we have the time, I would discuss with her in terms of 
assessment, mainly assessment but in terms of teaching strategy once in a while.  
If there is a situation that I have encountered and I would ask for her advice as to 
what she would do to solve the problem. Her knowledge of the subject is limited so 
I tend to go to others… 

The extent to which the quality of mentoring during the teaching placement could 
influence the trainee teachers’ professional competence. Here, the quality of 
mentoring relates to the mentors’ practices during the mentoring process. The 
mentor’s own beliefs about pedagogy have also influenced the way they mentored 
the trainee teachers: 
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Faith: He is supportive but also defensive as well to new ideas. When you are 
new, you will try to inject new ideas. Sometimes he is defensive of his old 
techniques but that is acceptable because people are very reluctant to change. 
You learn to be accommodating as well. You learn to compromise. He still uses his 
old techniques where it is open book. He just explains to the students from the text 
book where as I work differently. 

The practices within each placement were different due to the different structural 
organization, which comes with different rules and regulations. For example, for 
some trainee teachers, like Phillip and Faith, had to continue with their administrative 
work.   

Faith:’…On Mondays, I think I am just there to teach and I feel like I am lost to 
what is happening in my institution [teaching placement]. Slowly I am given 
administrative work because they know I am coming [back]. So it means I still have 
to catch up with what has been happening since I have been gone. It’s quite a 
catch up to do…’  
 
Phillip: ‘…to be honest, very very hectic, because I go to the office at 7:45am and 
for about two hours, I will spend on lesson planning, do the mental rehearsal and 
then of course other things that we need to response to like photocopy jam, you 
have to fix it. We have to supervise projects as well. Things like this which is not 
directly relevant to our teaching but we need to spend time on these duties. This is 
2 hours in the morning until 10am then my class starts for two hours…’ 

These practices which influenced the learning at each placement can be described 
as the learning culture (Hodkinson et al, 2007). This is because each placement’s 
learning culture has its own distinctive and often very different features. The 
significance of mentors, as discussed above, were pivotal in influencing the learning 
and the trainee teachers. The nature of that influence was partly dependent upon the 
dispositions and the professional identity of mentors, in relation to their role, and to 
the context of their practices where they work. Some trainee teachers also had 
supportive colleagues whom were helpful. The extent of influence of each of the 
colleagues differs and depends on again, dispositions of the colleagues.     

Conclusion 
This paper begun with the aim of arguing in favour of the importance of learning at 
the two different learning sites with different purposes within a teacher education 
programme. As shown in the discussion, the social practices within the two different 
learning sites are different which creates constructive tensions for the trainee 
teachers. To increase this complexity, learning cultures of each of the teaching 
placements were also different due to the different mentoring style of the mentors, 
the collaborative effort of the trainee teachers’ colleagues, the teaching practices of 
the subject, students’ participation, to name just a few. As both sites had different 
social practices which create constructive tensions supporting the development of 
trainee teachers using Hodkinson et al.’s (2007) theory of learning cultures.   
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Fiction and reflective learning 

Patricia A. Gouthro, Mount Saint Vincent University, and Susan M. 
Holloway, University of Windsor, Canada 

Adult educators are often concerned with fostering reflective learning amongst their 
students – but developing this capacity amongst people often poses multiple 
challenges (Brookfield, 1995). This paper explores the use of fiction, both in terms of 
reading and writing, as a way to potentially foster reflective learning. It begins with a 
brief discussion of adult education literature on reflective learning and then 
overviews some of the findings from two research studies that explore connections 
between lifelong learning and fiction. Drawing upon interviews from authors in these 
studies, some of the ways in which reflective learning may be connected to reading 
and writing fiction are taken up.    
 
Role of reflective practice for learners and educators 
Boden, Cook, Lasker-Scott, Moore and Shelton (2006) note that reflective practice 
may have long term beneficial effects, in that it allows adult learners to make 
connections between materials that they have learned in their courses and their 
actual work practices. Often reflective learning is talked about in an individualized 
context and entails reflecting back on one’s own actions/thoughts and learning from 
these through activities such as personal journaling (Hyland-Russell, 2014). Schön 
(1987) notes that professionals often engage in reflective practice that may or may 
not always be conscious, as individuals attain greater skills connected with practical 
experience. Boud and Harvey (2012, 25) point out the value of reflective learning 
that may also occur at a group level, noting ‘reflecting together on work issues 
generates considerable collective learning’.  
 
Reflective learning is important not only for professional development and workplace 
learning, but also for personal growth and the development of active and engaged 
citizens. Adult education has a strong social purpose tradition that draws attention to 
the need for learners to become more conscious of the social, political, economic 
and cultural factors that shape their lives. Critical educators argue that learners must 
be able to evaluate alternative perspectives and strategies to enact social change. 
The capacity to be able to critically reflect upon learning experiences is important 
both for individual learners and learners in collective group or social contexts. 
Breuing (2011, 13) talks about how a critical pedagogical approach has often 
involved 

 
developing a critical consciousness within a community of learners, versus 
developing this consciousness as part of an individual self-reflexive process, 
resulted in a critical consciousness that is socially constructed and reflects a 
multiplicity of diverse “voices.” For Freire (1970), this critical consciousness or 
“conscientization”, focuses on perceiving and exposing social and political 
contradictions and taking action against oppression.  
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One of the ways in which people may commonly gain skills connected to reflection is 
linked to their engagement with recreational types of reading such as fiction, or 
viewing popular culture through media such as television. A number of adult 
educators have noted the opportunities for learning related to television, such as 
Redmon, Wright and Sandlin (2009) in their article on public pedagogy and the 
Avengers series, Jubas and Knudson (2013) and their exploration of use of medical 
television and medical professionals, and Jarvis (2005) and her research on Buffy 
the Vampire Slayer. 
 
Learning in connection to fiction is often done in informal contexts, i.e. book clubs 
located within the community. For example, DeNel Rehberg Soho (2006) looks at 
how media programs such as Canada Reads can influence adult learning 
experiences in connection to reading fiction. In the higher education context, fiction 
may also be used to foster learners’ critical and reflective learning capacities. 
Crawley, Ditzel and Walton (2012) discuss how they use picture books in nursing 
education to encourage students to reflect upon communicating with patients around 
difficult issues such as death. Turner (2013) discusses how social work students 
may be encouraged to think more empathetically about potential clients by 
considering the circumstances of different characters or persons in narrative 
literature. Ultimately, there are many ways in which connections to fiction may 
enhance both personal and collective reflective learning experiences.  
 
Research studies and findings 
This paper draws upon two research studies funded by the Social Science and 
Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) that look at connections between 
lifelong learning and fiction writing. Both studies involve interviews with over thirty 
fiction writers as well as interviews with a number of ‘key informants’ in policy, 
education, and program areas connected to fiction writing. While some of the authors 
included in these studies come from the United Kingdom and the United States, all of 
the participants cited in this particular paper are Canadian writers. 
  
The analysis of findings has entailed careful review of the interview transcripts for 
thematic coding. In this paper, three subthemes are explored in connection to the 
general theme of reflective learning. These include a) learning to be reflective, b) 
individual reflection, and c) reflection, diversity, and social learning. 
 
Learning to be reflective 
An important part of learning to write fiction involves developing the capacity to be 
reflective. One aspect of this may be connected to the circumstances of an 
individual’s background or lived experience, whereby factors conspire to create an 
environment that fosters reflexivity.  An often underestimated factor may simply be 
having the time or mental space that fosters reflection. For example, when an 
individual experiences a significant amount of solitude, then she may find stimulation 
comes from internal rather than external sources. 
  
One writer, Susanna Kearsley said: 
 

I was sick a lot as a kid.  I'm asthmatic and I was home sick with colds and flues 
for most of my childhood. I think when you spend a lot of time by yourself like that, 
it makes little pathways in your brain that makes story telling one of the things that 
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you do because you're lying there looking at the ceiling a lot of the time. Then I 
started learning about other writers like me: Robert Louis Stevenson and people 
that were only children, were off on their own, or were ill a lot. Whatever the 
reason, I think your brain is wired so that you watch and you notice things, maybe 
that other people don't notice.   

 
In this case, Kearsley suggests that the mental space created by enforced physical 
inactivity or social isolation may lend some writers the opportunity to develop a 
mental attentiveness and opportunities for reflection that might not occur if a person 
is otherwise preoccupied with activities and socially engaged.  
 
This sense of being set apart, in the role of the observer or outsider, is one that 
frequently came up in the interviews with writers. Author, Louise Penny, offers a 
similar kind of observation: 
 

I always felt ... not because I was a girl or the middle child or anything, it was just 
part of who I was that I always felt kind of on the outside. And sitting on a lot of 
literary panels, I've noticed that that is a thread. It's not a constant, not everybody 
has felt like that. But a lot of authors, I think, have felt excluded, felt on the outside, 
felt a certain sense of personal isolation. 

 
In his discussion of Herbert Marcuse, Brookfield (2005, 197) notes that this theorist’s 
‘stress on the revolutionary power of detachment and isolation sits uneasily 
alongside the belief held by many adult educators that learning (particularly critical 
learning) is inherently social’. As the stories from these writers indicate, however, it 
may be that privacy and solitude can also foster reflective learning.  
 
At the same, writers also talked about the importance of community in exchanging 
ideas and learning the craft. Nicole Markotic, who is poet and fiction writer as well as 
a creative writing professor explains: 
 

I try to explain to my students now, if you can become a good critic, if you can tell 
what a story needs, then you become a better writer. I didn't understand that then. 
I think it is what you have to do as a literature critic and what you do as a teacher 
in critical courses, and what we do when we write about new novels or poetry by 
other people.   

 
This type of critique can occur through individual assessment and reflection, but it 
can also be developed through collective learning experiences, such as in writing or 
literature classes. Both individual and social experiences, therefore, can enhance the 
development of reflective learning in relation to fiction writing.  
 
Individual reflection 
When writers talk about the process of learning to write, it may involve a great deal 
of personal reflection, since writing is often a somewhat individualistic experience, 
normally done in isolation. The craft of writing fiction involves a willingness to 
practice to develop one’s personal skills and capabilities and writers may draw upon 
a variety of strategies to enhance their writing. Individual experience may shape the 
resources that writers draw upon to reflect upon their work. For example, writer, 
Andrew Borkowski, discussed the importance of his background knowledge as a 
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musician to enhance his ability to improve his writing. In describing this aspect of his 
creative writing, he explains that ‘it’s more of an internal process’ whereby he will ask 
himself questions to discern the rhythm and pattern of the words such as: 
 

Why does that sentence ring false to me? And how can I fix that? That’s when I 
start to think of it in those sort of rhythmic terms, like is there one too many ideas 
in that sentence? 

 
The types of questions that Borkowski asks himself demonstrate the kind of tacit 
knowledge or expertise that Shön (1983) talks about, similar to the way a 
professional athlete might reflect upon his game to consistently improve his 
performance.  
 
The themes, topics, characters, and plots that shape the stories that fiction writers 
craft are often related in various ways to their own personal life experiences.  
In many instances fiction may be used as a catalyst for reflective learning on 
personal experience, as poet/author, Roy Miki, who lived through the internment of 
Japanese Canadians during World War II explains:  
 

I grew up in the shadow of the internment process. And that cataclysmic event for 
my family had a lasting effect on me as a writer and as a thinker…a lot of my 
writing stems from it, and in part it's the thing that motivated me to write. It's also a 
history that I've had to negotiate as a limit on my imagination. It has both allowed 
me to write and it has also challenged me to go beyond it. 

 
As Miki so eloquently explains here, a challenge for fiction writers is to reflect and 
draw upon their life experiences to inform their writing, and yet at the same time, to 
also extend beyond that so it does not become a factor the limits or inhibits the work 
that they do.  
 
Biographical experiences may thread their way through the stories crafted by writers, 
routed through the author’s imagination, but interwoven with the process of reflection 
on issues that matter to the writer. When Louise Penny discussed her work with the 
Canadian Broadcasting Corporation she shared this story: 
 

We had a curling team with the station and we'd to go fun spiels all over 
northwestern Ontario and sit and talk with people. One of the most fun things I've 
ever done was sit in a tiny home way out in the middle of nowhere, drinking tea 
with this elderly man and woman. We sat in front of their woodstove in the middle 
of winter, and they were two of the kindest people I've ever met. And here I was, 
arrogant, big city girl, thinking I knew what was important in life, and it just struck 
me between the eyes that this is what's important in life – their small, modest 
home with their immense kindness. That's what matters. And that's what I learned 
in Thunder Bay: to value people and take them as they are, and that was a life 
lesson that goes beyond journalism and beyond any facts. 

 
Readers who are familiar with Penny’s crime fiction series will know that while her 
books delve into many of the dark shadows that haunt people’s lives, a central 
theme that arises in her books is this focus on the importance of kindness.  
 



194 
 

Reflection, diversity, and social learning 
In a world characterized by diversity, it is important for both educators and learners 
to develop an empathetic capacity to envision alternative ways of living and being in 
the world. Canadian children’s author Sheree Fitch explains how fiction helped her to 
see this:  
 

When I was thirteen, my dad made a point of giving me two books to read…one of 
them was The Diary of Anne Frank and the other was a book called Black Like Me 
which is a story of a man who was born blind and then gets to see. He sees the 
world and how much prejudice there is, so he disguises himself as a Black man…I 
think my dad wanted me to know that I was being in raised in very, very White, 
middle-class Moncton, New Brunswick, and the world is very big.  

 
Even across a country, particularly one as geographically and ethnically diverse as 
Canada, fiction reading and writing can help learners to reflect on both the difference 
and similarities that exist within their own nation. Author/poet Daphne Marlatt 
explains:  
 

Writing is also a reflection on the culture you are part of, the culture you find 
yourself in; whether it’s your family culture, your ethnic culture, community culture, 
or national culture. One of the things that really contributed to my sense of 
Canadian citizenship was the readings program of the Canada Council, because 
since I was a young writer, I have travelled [to give readings] to every territory and 
province in this country except Prince Edward Island. 

 
Marlatt notes that this experience of engaging with readers in different parts of the 
country has shaped the way that she reflects upon her experience of citizenship in 
Canada. 
 
As a former teacher (now a professor) who is also a children’s author, Peter 
Cumming has worked and written about many different places in Canada. In 
reflecting upon the intersections of cultures that may impact upon learning, he 
shared his observations of living and working in the Canadian North: 

 
With cultures in conflict we know some bad things can happen, but I was very 
interested in cultures in contact, in which there is hybridity. Each culture added to 
each other's culture without necessarily taking away anything from the other 
culture. So…when the whalers were there and the…Hudson Bay Boys were 
there…they became great card players. Cards are very portable. So Inuit women 
with the different colors of the seal fur and the seal skin kamiik [sealskin boots] 
have a design with spades, and hearts, and diamonds, and clubs, coming from the 
cards. From the whalers, the little accordion, the squeezebox and the square 
dancing that goes with it has become a part of Inuit culture.  And similarly frozen 
porridge, the oatmeal came from the Scots—it turns out that it’s great for making 
the runners of the qamutiik [sleds] slippery. So there are things that don't destroy 
one's culture, and similarly the Scots who lived there learned many things from the 
Inuit. 

 
Cumming is not a naïve thinker. In his interview he noted that he saw first-hand 
some of the problems with violence and substance abuse endemic to Northern 
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Aboriginal communities that may be attributed partially to the legacy of the residential 
schools whereby Inuit children were taken away from their parents in a process that 
attempted cultural assimilation. Yet he also thinks that there is value in reflecting 
upon the forms of cultural interchange that can benefit or enrich communities.  
  
Implications for adult education 
Through studying learning in connection to fiction reading and writing, insights may 
be gained into understanding how to foster reflective practice in different contexts for 
adult educators and learners. At the individual level, we can see that fiction reading 
and writing provides opportunities for personal introspection. Our tendency, as 
Brookfield (2005) notes, to sometimes be dismissive of the need for quiet, internally 
focused thought as an integral component of critical adult learning, is challenged by 
thinking about the silent, independent work involved in reading or writing fiction. 
Similarly, McLean (2014) in his research on readers of self-help books, notes that 
the self-directed learning that occurs through these processes should not be 
overlooked or dismissed by adult educators.  
 
At a social level, fiction reading and writing presents a multitude of possibilities for 
learning cross-culturally. Jarvis (2012, 749) notes that ‘fiction’s capacity to promote 
empathy can be presented as a stage in the development of critical reflection leading 
people to challenge entrenched social positions’. By connecting at an emotional as 
well as cognitive level with characters in a story, readers may become more open to 
diverse perspectives. Within various informal, non-formal, and formal learner 
contexts, adult educators may help to facilitate this process. Using critical 
pedagogical approaches as Breuing (2011) suggests may provide dialogical 
opportunities for collaborative reflective learning.  
 
Writing fiction also provides the opportunity to situate yourself in someone else’s 
position, albeit temporarily, and it challenges learners to expand their horizons, as 
author Roy Miki noted. Even the recognition that one’s own personal experiences 
are both beneficial in providing background knowledge, yet a limitation in terms of 
understanding broader social and cultural perspectives, is an important first step in 
the reflective learning process. Ultimately, our research indicates that insights into 
the processes entailed in reflective learning are frequently evident when looking at 
learning in connection to fiction reading and writing.  
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Powering the Q: lifelong learning as engaged 
pedagogy for sexual and gender minority youth and 
young adults 

André P. Grace, University of Alberta, Canada 

Amid the dynamics of neoliberalism and globalization as interlocking change forces, 
tensions abound in lifelong learning, especially in relation to constructing it as a 
lifewide educational formation for all (Grace, 2013a). For learners, especially those in 
vulnerable categories who need lifelong learning to be encompassing in its design, 
there are persistent and unresolved issues of recognition, access, and 
accommodation as they confront challenges and calamities marking life, learning, 
and work (Grace, 2013a, 2015). Sexual and gender minority (SGM) youth and young 
adults (12 to 29 year olds), who include lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, Two-
Spirit Aboriginal, and intersexual individuals, compose one such learner population 
needing contextualized, quality lifelong learning. In this paper I overview political and 
pedagogical work carried out at the Institute for Sexual Minority Studies and Services 
(iSMSS), University of Alberta to recast lifelong learning as a dynamic project for 
SGM learners. I begin with a synopsis of the state of lifelong learning today, turning 
to what I call lifelong learning as critical action as a way to prepare citizens as 
accommodated learners who build confidence and competence to navigate 
challenges of everyday living. Lifelong learning as critical action has this modus 
operandi: to advance social engagement, political and economic understanding, and 
cultural work in order to benefit learners as citizens and workers. From this 
perspective, I describe the pedagogical work and advocacy comprising iSMSS’s 
engagement with SGM youth and young adults. As a specific example, I discuss 
pedagogical and cultural strategies that we use in our Comprehensive Health 
Education Workers’ (CHEW) project. Here the goal is to assist participants to build 
assets and the functional toolset they need to grow into resilience, which I view as a 
process and outcome whereby SGM youth and young adults engage in critical action 
to become advocates and change agents in personal contexts as well as in an array 
of institutional and community contexts (Grace 2015). This work is engaged 
pedagogy, involving inclusive and holistic lifelong learning that attends to matters of 
ethics, democratic learning, learner freedom, health, and justice in civil and 
educational contexts. I conclude by considering particular ways that caring 
professionals—including adult educators, social workers, and counsellors—can 
engage in lifelong learning as critical action that makes the lives of SGM youth and 
young adults better now. Such lifelong learning as critical action involves meaningful 
practices soaked in findings emanating from researching resilience and further 
framed using critical interdisciplinary research perspectives emphasizing democracy, 
freedom, ethics, social justice, and equity. This is powering the Q (Queer). 

The Need for Lifelong Learning as Critical Action 
In what can be perceived as a contemporary change culture of crisis and challenge, 
neoliberalism and globalization have been pervasive forces altering life, learning, 
and work since the 1970s (Barros, 2012; Harvey, 2005). As I emphasize in my book 
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Lifelong Learning as Critical Action (Grace, 2013a), the upshot of globalization and 
the neoliberal tendency to prioritize instrumental learning over social and cultural 
learning is a contemporary lifelong-learning paradigm that is limited in scope. As 
synchronous and omnipresent forces, neoliberalism and globalization have narrowed 
our view of education and what it ought to encompass, setting parameters to how we 
envision lifelong learning as a way forward and a way out of difficulties that 
individuals face in life, learning, and work contexts (Grace, 2013a). Indeed 
contemporary politics shaping this paradigm contravene the notion of lifelong 
learning for all, which has been the buzz phrase of the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) since the mid-1990s (Grace, 2013a). While 
lifelong learning has certainly become a large-scale international policy-and-practice 
phenomenon over the last few decades, thanks in large part to the increasing fervor 
with which the OECD has spearheaded various educational policy initiatives, there is 
still much missing in its design (Burke and Jackson, 2007; Field, 2006; Grace, 
2013a). Today lifelong learning linked primarily to economistic concerns is the 
purview of formal education as a predominantly institutional and instrumental 
endeavor. It is commonly the purview of education in many non-formal and informal 
learning contexts as well. In this milieu, the trend is to sideline learning for social and 
cultural purposes. 

For learners, especially those in vulnerable relational categories who need lifelong 
learning to be something more, there are persistent and unresolved issues of 
recognition, access, and accommodation as they confront continuous challenges 
and calamities marking life and work in social, cultural, and political as well as 
economic contexts (Grace, 2013a). These learners struggle to experience the rights 
and privileges of full citizenship in societal contexts where access to, and 
accommodation in, worthwhile learning and quality work remain substantive issues 
(Grace, 2009a, 2013a). Thus there is vital political and pedagogical work to do to 
recast lifelong learning as an encompassing project involving all learners. In order for 
lifelong learning to be an inclusive and meaningful discourse for today and tomorrow, 
I have suggested framing lifelong learning as critical action that prepares citizens as 
learners for work and for the rest of life (Grace, 2013a). This formation of lifelong 
learning emphasizing holistic development has this modus operandi: to nurture 
social engagement, political and economic understanding, and cultural work to 
benefit learners as citizens and workers. Here learners need to feel confident that 
lifelong learning is a lifewide paradigm involving principles and practices that can 
help them to make good choices as they question what constitutes worthwhile 
learning, quality work, and the good life.  
 
Lifelong learning as critical action constitutes one way forward for vulnerable learner 
constituencies. Here I consider the case of sexual and gender minorities in the 
context of my intervention and outreach work at iSMSS. Historically, sexual and 
gender minorities have composed a disenfranchised and defiled population in 
Canada. That reality is changing dramatically, and SGM Canadians are witnessing 
steady improvements in our recognition and accommodation as a multivariate 
population. In keeping with the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms, sexual 
and gender minorities have legal and legislative protections just like linguistic and 
ethnocultural minorities (Grace, 2015). Since our sexual orientations and gender 
identities fall outside normative understandings of sexuality and gender as well as 
outside the either/or categories of the heterosexual/homosexual and male/female 
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binaries, we have needed these protections as matters of survival and 
accommodation (Grace, 2015).  
 
Within the SGM population, youth and young adults—a multivariate population 
across race, ethnocultural location, class, and other relational differences—remain a 
particularly vulnerable group (Fassinger and Arseneau, 2007; Saewyc, 2011). As a 
growing body of transdisciplinary research indicates, most SGM youth and young 
adults know the daily distress caused by marginalization that entrenches fear, 
mistrust, helplessness, and a sense of being alone. They continue to be involved in a 
paradoxical struggle to be cared about in education, healthcare, and other 
purportedly caring institutions (CPHO 2011, 2012). Indeed they often experience 
education and healthcare services, as well as government and legal services, as 
disconnected and insufficient to address the stressors and risks associated with 
living with the adversity and trauma induced by homophobia and transphobia, which 
are ignorance- and fear-induced responses to sexual and gender differences 
respectively (Bowleg et al., 2003; Grace, 2015). These dire realities indicate the 
urgent need for greater synchronicity in research, policy, and practice arenas so 
stakeholders in education and other caring institutions like healthcare can collectively 
help these youth to build capacity (a solutions approach), moving away from 
unconstructive strategies focused on stigmatizing or fixing SGM youth and young 
adults as a source of social disorder (a problems approach) (CPHO 2011, 2012; 
Liebenberg and Ungar, 2009; Marshall and Leadbeater, 2008).  

The Comprehensive Health Education Workers’ (CHEW) Project 
To help SGM youth and young adults to build capacity, more inclusive and critical 
lifelong-learning initiatives are needed as critical action so SGM youth and young 
adults can address personal, social, cultural, and environmental issues affecting their 
lives (Grace, 2009b, 2015). We recognize this at iSMSS as we focus on SGM youth 
and young adults and their issues and concerns in relation to recognition, access, 
and accommodation in education, healthcare, and other caring institutions. The 
Comprehensive Health Education Workers’ (CHEW) project is an example of our 
research-informed programming that uses engaged pedagogy to help SGM youth 
and young adults to grow into resilience as individuals and social beings while also 
supporting the significant adults who work with them (Grace, 2015). The project, 
which began in 2014, includes particular intervention and outreach for MSMs (males 
who have sex with males) in the Edmonton area. CHEW is a community-based 
initiative supported by the Alberta Community Council on HIV and enabled by 
Alberta Health and Wellness and the Public Health Agency of Canada through the 
Alberta Community HIV Fund. The project’s key goals are to (1) provide sexual, 
mental, physical, and social health education and (2) support and empower 
participants to be change agents in their own lives and the lives of their peers.  
 
Why is there an urgent need to assist MSM youth and young adults? iSMSS 
research indicates that these individuals compose a significant population in 
Edmonton, with many street-involved and homeless. They often turn to sex work to 
survive. Having had to navigate life in contexts marked by danger, fear, hunger, and 
homelessness, MSM youth and young adults often take risks. They deal with 
addictions and engage in unsafe sexual practices like bareback sex (anal sex 
without using a condom). Research conducted by Alberta Health (2013a, 2013b) 
indicates that age-gender-specific rates of newly diagnosed HIV cases among 15 to 
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29 year olds in our province are alarmingly high. Moreover, consecutive 2010 to 
2012 rates as well as the 2013-annualized rate of HIV for Edmonton are the highest 
among the five Alberta zones for which data have been generated. Statistics for 
these years indicate that MSM individuals are the predominant at-risk group 
vulnerable to HIV infection. These statistics point to the need for the CHEW project 
to be lifelong learning as critical action with this purpose: to assist participants to 
develop the knowledge, skills, capacities, understanding, personal insight, and 
motivation necessary to focus on their comprehensive health, which is crucial for 
growing into resilience. The project is helping to fill a gap in mainstream institutional 
service provision for MSM youth and young adults. To continue to support this 
population, iSMSS is using its resources and supports to create programming that 
helps MSM youth and young adults to be happier, healthier, and more hopeful 
change agents who benefit self and peers (Grace, 2014). The goals and objectives 
of the CHEW project are summarized in the following work plan:  

 
Work Plan for the Comprehensive Health Education Workers’ Project 

Overall Goal: The Comprehensive Health Education Workers’ (CHEW) Project provides 
sexual, mental, physical, and social health education and outreach to SGM youth and young 
adults, with special foci on MSM (males who have sex with males) and trans-spectrum 
(transgender and gender nonconforming) subpopulations. Key emphases include HIV and 
STI awareness, harm reduction, and prevention; addressing risk behaviours; gender and 
sexual identity development; coming out, suicide ideation, body image, and depression; and 
testing and sex positivity.  
 
Objective 1: To provide ongoing training and development for CHEW staff using a holistic 
and inclusive approach to comprehensive health education based on iSMSS’s resilience 
typology that addresses stressors, risk taking, asset building, and indicators of thriving 
(Grace, 2015). In order to gain firsthand knowledge and build skills sets in relation to 
targeted subpopulations during program initiation, CHEW staff members job shadow with 
knowledgeable staff involved in frontline intervention outreach activities at community sites 
and city agencies. Staff members also participate in weekly meetings to plan, develop, 
implement, monitor, and formatively evaluate CHEW project activities. 
 
Objective 2: To provide comprehensive health education and resources for SGM youth and 
young adults, especially those in vulnerable subpopulations. To maximize outreach, CHEW 
staff members operate a website (http://www.chewproject.ca) where youth are 
collaborators. Projects include creating (1) zines (online magazines) for peers where topics 
include body image, HIV 101, STI 101, HepC 101 testing, online cruising, depression, and 
communication; (2) digital comics, which comprise a popular media form used for 
expression and information sharing regarding trans-spectrum, MSM, and other identities as 
well as sexual-health issues like HIV; and (3) video projects where youth and young adults 
have opportunities to share their stories and be involved in creative arts-based approaches 
to health topics. Youth and young adults also engage face-to-face in Q (queer) knowledge 
building and empowerment projects. This includes Totally Outright workshops for MSM and 
other SGM participants that focus on training mentors and peer education. Other core 
comprehensive health workshops include HIV/STI 101, gender/identity, coming out, and 
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mental-health first aid. Youth and young adults can also participate in three other outreach 
projects: (1) monthly bar and condom patrols at local queer clubs and social events; (2) a 
weekly drop-in and resource depot; and (3) a monthly social event such as a movie night or 
jam night. Some workshops and outreach projects are conducted in partnership with other 
community agencies focused on the comprehensive health of youth and young adults.  
 
Objective 3: To provide access to and a safe space for testing for HIV and other STIs since the 
majority of vulnerable youth and young adults are not accessing, or are not consistently 
accessing, testing due to stigma, fear, and lack of knowledge. Utilizing the CHEW office and 
the downtown MSM outreach meeting space in a local bathhouse, CHEW staff members 
support the provision of weekly opportunities to test for HIV and other STIs. They provide 
pre- and post-testing education and outreach while nurses from the downtown STI clinic do 
testing at each location. CHEW staff members work with the STI clinic and the city’s HIV 
agency focused on harm reduction to assist with regular testing and events highlighting 
testing.  
 
Objective 4: To provide information presentations on the CHEW project, knowledge sharing 
opportunities, and sexual-health education. CHEW staff members provide community 
presentations for various agencies and community groups. Outreach is also provided, as 
resources permit, to the project’s target populations navigating schooling and higher 
learning contexts.  
 
Objective 5: To build a network of community partners and agencies also serving CHEW’s 
key subpopulations. CHEW staff members host periodic meetings inviting community 
service providers doing complementary work. They also engage in agency visits and conduct 
presentations at staff meetings when invited. 
 

Calling on Caring Professionals to Engage in Lifelong Learning as Critical 
Action  
Currently, many researchers, policymakers, and caring professionals in education, 
healthcare, and other domains are concerned about limited and even declining 
efforts to intervene in the lives of SGM youth and young adults, especially those 
living with adversity and trauma (CPHO, 2011, 2012). There is a recognized need to 
educate and connect caring professionals working in education, healthcare, and 
other caring institutions so they can work collaboratively to help these individuals 
(CPHO, 2011, 2012; Grace, 2015). For example, it is vital (1) to address the lack of 
knowledge that educators (including health educators) and other caring 
professionals have about SGM youth and young adults and their needs in terms of 
access and accommodation in institutional contexts, and (2) to address the unequal 
status and adjustment of SGM youth and young adults in relation to social factors, 
including family, educational, and street violence, and medical factors, including the 
lack of youth knowledge of sexually transmitted infections and clinician 
misunderstanding, bias, and even homophobia and transphobia (CPHO, 2011, 2012; 
Grace, 2015; Hatzenbuehler, 2011).  
 
Addressing these absences ought to be embodied in a call for caring professionals 
to engage in lifelong learning as critical action. Through my research and political 
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and pedagogical work, I assist caring professionals to be inclusive educators who 
engage in lifelong and lifewide learning as social learning that advocates for and 
accommodates sexual and gender minorities within a politics of recognition and 
respect (Grace, 2014, 2015). I work to increase caring professionals’ awareness of 
this vulnerable constituency by providing opportunities to learn about the identities, 
needs, and concerns of SGM youth and young adults. I also educate caring 
professionals about the process of growing into resilience whereby youth and young 
adults deal with stressors and risk taking, develop assets, and show signs of thriving 
(Grace, 2015). In researching resilience as a process and outcome and sharing 
findings with caring professionals, I want them to link knowledge building to 
advocating for SGM youth and young adults and helping them to develop skills as 
problem solvers. This reflects my history of using research to locate policy as 
protection for minorities and to inform programming so SGM youth and young adults 
become thrivers and change agents in their lives and in the lives of peers whom they 
support (Grace, 2013a). This involves helping this constituency of learners to deal 
with homophobia and transphobia, manage conflict, and build strong relationships in 
family, educational, and community contexts (CPHO, 2011, 2012).  
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Catalysts and triggers in lifelong learning 

Sarah Graves and Rob Payne, University of South Wales, and Danny 
Saunders, University of Wales Trinity Saint David, UK 

Introduction 
This paper reports on recent doctoral research which explains the catalysts and 
triggers that influence engagement in lifelong learning in the context of adult learners 
undertaking access to higher education courses in the South Wales Valleys. As they 
are presented in this study, catalysts and triggers pertain to environmental influences 
and personal circumstances which influence events and emotions as they were 
experienced by access course learners. Together catalysts and triggers constitute 
two interrelated concepts that when analysed offer insight into learner participation 
and engagement. This has been achieved through the investigation of three 
research questions: 
 
1) What personal and environmental circumstances act as a catalyst to influence 
adult learners' engagement in undertaking access courses in the South Wales 
Valleys? 
2) What events and influences during the life experience of these learners trigger 
their decisions to undertake formal adult education? 
3) What interplay of catalysts and triggers in the experience of these learners act to 
prompt their reengagement?  
 
The specific elements of adult education participation are under-researched and this 
investigation therefore focuses on a neglected and important aspect of lifelong 
learning. It is argued that engagement in education holds much potential to 
emancipate the individual at both a personal level and more widely in relation to 
family benefits and, at times, the wider community. This study has addressed this 
gap in understanding through examining the reengagement experience of a group of 
access to higher education students by exploring the catalysts and triggers in their 
learning journeys and their personal trajectories. A focus on access students was 
chosen due to the specifically unique nature of such programmes as a path to 
reengagement in learning. 
 
The history of industrial development in the South Wales Valleys has an enduring 
impact upon the ongoing economic and skills challenges facing the region. Different 
solutions to the needs of the local community in accessing higher education study 
during this time have included the Community University of the Valleys (CUV) and 
the Universities Heads of the Valleys Institute (UHOVI) (Saunders et al., 2013).  
While historical studies have illustrated the importance of adult education in South 
Wales society, the literature on contemporary approaches to lifelong learning 
highlights that adult education is neglected in terms of both research and policy in 
relation to youth participation. This illustrates the power of access courses for 
learners and underlines how much more we still need to understand their 
engagement.  
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Previous studies 
The concept of lifelong learning is often conceived of in a functional capacity in terms 
of competitive advantage and economic prosperity but also has an emancipatory 
dimension. Both perspectives are relevant to this study. Barriers to participation are 
well documented and frequently classified in the literature as situational (associated 
with lifestyle); institutional (associated with availability of opportunities and 
organisational processes); and, dispositional (associated with the perceptions of the 
individual learner). Blair et al. (1995) contribute a fourth category to the above 
tripartite classification entitled socio-cultural barriers. A fear of perceived social 
disapproval instigated by participation in education that inhibits an individual’s 
decision to take part could be classified as such a barrier. 
 
Previous studies of individual aspects of participation have explored adult education 
participation motives, lifespan development theory and learning careers. Evans et al. 
(2013), Boeren et al. (2010), Swain and Hammond (2011) and Hockey and James 
(2003) emphasise the influence of both agency and structural forces on learner 
participation. Of particular relevance is Hodkinson’s (2008) notion of the ‘learning 
career’ that Crossan et al. (2003) extended to encapsulate the perspectives of adult 
learners, emphasising the fragility and volatility of adult learning identities. In 
explaining these experiences, Hodkinson (2008) makes reference to turning points, 
and subsequently categorises them. Denzin (1989) articulates the concept of 
epiphanies alongside a classification of his conceptualisation and Antikainen et al. 
(1996) outline life-changing events. All are concepts of key interest in relation to the 
idea of catalysts and triggers, raising the potential for eureka-like moments amongst 
learner populations during their engagement. 
 
Although much of the work within industrial South Wales undertaken by Rees et al. 
(2000) focuses on developing predictive trajectories, their findings nevertheless 
acknowledge the more nuanced elements of participation beyond purely the age, 
location and gender of participants. In addition, the frameworks proposed by Walters 
(2000), Blair et al. (1995) and Swain and Hammond (2011) illustrate the context of 
learners’ own personal trajectories in terms of the influence of wider conditions, 
personal goals and self-concept.  
 
Together, the existing literature has illustrated the importance of personal 
motivations, learner experience and structural forces at play, but these have tended 
to be considered independently and lack attention to the potential interplay of these 
influences on learner participation. It is also apparent that few studies have 
considered the contexts in which learner engagement takes place, yet the identified 
barriers to access to lifelong learning and specific historical situation of the South 
Wales Valleys provide a unique backdrop to adult education that underpins the role 
of the access course in the context of South Wales.  
 
Methodology 
In order to facilitate an investigation of these issues and the role they play in learner 
reengagement in formal learning, this study adopts an interpretivist perspective. A 
key feature that delineates this paradigm is associated with its acceptance that there 
is a difference between natural sciences and the social world and that this requires a 
different logic to understand human behaviour (Heracleous, 2006; Bryman, 2008). In 
order to elicit the meaning learners apply in their reengagement journeys and to 
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capture the rich experiences of participants, the study is grounded in a life history 
approach, drawing on aspects of interpretive interactionism and interpretive 
biography (Denzin, 2004). Rich data was captured through engagement with adult 
education tutors via semi-structured interviews and from students through group 
interviews in conjunction with critical life path charts. Consistent with this 
methodology, a grounded approach to the analysis (Musson, 2006) was adopted to 
facilitate the coding of data and the emergence of themes.   
 
Findings – Tutor Experiences 
Initially 16 expert witnesses were identified who offered insight from their 
perspectives to support the contextual understanding of learner engagement. The 
tutors identified issues with basic skills shortages locally and reflected on the impact 
of the limited availability of employment within the region, reinforcing findings from 
the literature review. Institutional issues such as a reduction in part-time access 
provision and the resulting requirement for students to undertake full-time study were 
raised, alongside additional obstacles in terms of the grading introduction to access 
attainment and the setting of score-based admissions targets by higher education 
institutions. The impact of funding constraints upon course provision was also 
highlighted. Together these illustrated initial issues for further investigation related to 
participant motivation and wider circumstantial influences. 
 
In relation to individual learner participation, tutors articulated the improvement of the 
situation for the next generation, or ‘generativity’, as a perceived motivator for 
students. In addition, tutors cited similar barriers to those reported in the literature 
and that support around the learner is crucial to both promote engagement and 
foster ongoing participation. In terms of recruiting students, tutors emphasised the 
pivotal role of development workers and the power of word-of-mouth recruitment was 
suggested to be particularly important in conjunction with the support learners offer 
one another when undertaking a programme of study. Furthermore, carefully 
designed pedagogy was seen to be key to facilitate ongoing learner engagement. 
 
In the context of catalysts and triggers more specifically, results from tutor interviews 
proposed negative school experiences, the local environment and particular events 
such as a spouse’s redundancy as key influences on learner participation. Learners 
within this region were argued to have a clear employability drive and vocational 
aspirations, often underpinned by a desire to improve family circumstances. The 
tutors acknowledged that all learner journeys are highly unique and personal but 
they surmised that engagement emerges when circumstances and timing are right 
for the individual.  Additional potential influences on learners cited by tutors included 
a desire to be a role model (building on the notion of generativity), personal 
relationships, ageing parents and a sense of being unfulfilled. In their view, emotions, 
such as the nerve to overcome fear of participation, have to converge with 
circumstances such as children entering compulsory schooling. Participation was 
suggested to yield increases in self-belief and often disbelief expressed by the adult 
learner about previously unknown personal capabilities.   
 
While the insight offered by the tutors served as a detailed introduction to the 
potential catalysts and triggers influencing learners and a useful stage within the 
research to facilitate some triangulation across the findings, the perspectives of the 
learners themselves represented the central component of the empirical data.  
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Findings – Learner Experiences 
The grounded themes developed from tutors’ perspectives were triangulated with the 
experiences recounted directly by learners themselves. 31 access to higher 
education students were identified in South Wales institutions and interviewed in 
groups. Students individually created personal critical life path charts. Interpretive 
thematic analysis supported the identification of a number of key contextual issues 
affecting their engagement including evidence of the impact of the historical 
development of the region and resulting unemployment and wider economic 
circumstances that played a significant influence in driving vocational motivations 
and aspirations of access students, echoing the findings from the literature review 
and the tutor data. Furthermore, whether positive or negative, experience of 
compulsory and institutionalised learning was suggested to be highly influential as a 
formative element of personal learner trajectories. The findings of McGivney (2001) 
and others - who emphasise the power of negative schooling - were played out 
amongst these participants, but nevertheless they had chosen to reengage with 
educational opportunities once again despite their earlier experiences. 
 
Students further articulated a range of particular personal emotional experiences 
including former and present ambition (latent ambition as articulated by tutors and 
disbelief about it), the powerful bifurcation point where participation became a 
feasible reality and regret on a number of levels. A strong sense of urgency presently 
felt by access participants was articulated thematically as ‘now or never’. Additionally 
the embodied concept of generativity emerged to serve as a powerful motivator for 
many. The majority of students outlined vocational aspirations and intentions to have 
a career as opposed to a job. A strong sense of pride and achievement was 
articulated by individuals as well as collectively across the cohorts. 
 
Students also explained how specific experiences had influenced their engagement. 
An early influence reported to have previously swayed participants away from 
education was the power of having money: a view that evolved with age and 
increasing personal and familial responsibilities. In terms of present reengagement, 
relationship breakdowns represented key triggering events. Participants reported 
being influenced to participate by family and friends but very few cited examples of 
professional agency intervention. Government funded schemes played a role in 
advising two female participants to consider a return to education, yet very few 
students had received professional careers advice as a result of having sought it 
proactively. Having a family represented a powerful influence with many wishing to 
act as role models for their children linked to generativity and the impact of death 
and illness seem to foster an almost inverted sense of generativity, desiring to please 
the previous, often deceased, generation. 
 
Taken together, the findings from the student responses indicated a wide range of 
influences on their engagement. As the adult education tutors surmised a lot has to 
converge, including often multiple events and circumstances or serendipitous 
aspects, in order to prompt and facilitate reengagement. In terms of the practical 
elements of re-engagement, the majority of participants researched the course 
proactively and in the context of their ongoing learner trajectories, felt extensively 
supported to stay engaged by their peers. The majority of students conveyed a 
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strong sense of wishing to extend their learner trajectories to include direct 
progression to higher education so they could gain qualifications to secure future 
employment and articulated a transformation in their sense of self-belief. 
 
In terms of catalysts and triggers more specifically, participation was seemingly a 
result of converging circumstances and influences and these were highly individual 
and nuanced. Educational reengagement is a sensitive process and while there were 
some similarities in the learner journeys, the decision to engage for all these learners 
was highly personal, shaped by a lifetime of circumstantial catalysts and a range of 
triggering events converging to facilitate participation at this particular juncture. This 
contributes to the findings of Hodkinson (2008), Reay et al. (2001) and Ball et al. 
(2000) who argue that in the context of career decisions, these are rarely single 
events and this work in turn reinforces and embodies the definition of a learning 
career (Bloomer and Hodkinson, 2000).  
  
Overall the findings from this study illustrate the identification of multiple 
convergence points punctuating these learner journeys. In order to explain such 
convergence and the associated impact on participation, an analytical framework 
was developed outlining the catalysts and triggers that learners associated with their 
reengagement. This framework is depicted diagrammatically as figure 1. As identified 
from the empirical data, potential engagement triggers as they pertain to learners in 
this study include generativity, the desire to be a role model, having a family, 
employability drivers and vocational aspirations, the influence of others and 
relationships, death and illness. These are depicted in figure 1 above the central, 
horizontal bi-directional arrow. Catalysts include the impact of compulsory schooling, 
latent ambition, ‘dead-end’ jobs, the power of having money overshadowing 
unfulfilling nature of work, the state of the local area and the economy more widely. 
These are depicted below the central, horizontal bi-directional arrow.  
 
The central bi-directional arrow is representative of the convergence points as 
experienced by the learners around their access course engagement and their 
ongoing educational reengagement. Participation as experienced by the learners in 
this study has yielded a series of emotions including a sense of ‘now or never’, pride 
and ambition. Their re-engagement is also shaping and shaped by their membership 
of the learning community that they have joined. This is influenced by pedagogy and 
support received from within their access cohort. The vertical bi-directional arrows 
symbolise the ongoing interaction between the learner and the diverse influences 
around them. While many of the components within this framework are highly 
contextual to the experiences of the individual learners in this study, they also have 
the potential for wider applicability as an analytical framework of catalysts and 
triggers for lifelong learning in specific contexts.  
 
As this framework has been constructed interpretively from the lived experience of 
learners, the results offer greater contextual insight than existing models of 
participation and it focuses specifically on access learners and the context of the 
South Wales Valleys. While the specific issues identified are not generalisable to all 
learner situations, the overall framework provides a contribution to theory as it 
supports an integrated analysis of learner experience and this may be useful in 
conducting similar studies in other adult learner contexts. 
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Conclusions 
In response to the first research question, the key catalysts emerging in this study 
include the powerful influence of school experience, latent ambition, holding a job as 
opposed to pursuing a career, the power of having money overshadowing the 
potentially unfulfilling nature of employment and the state of the local employment 
market and associated socio-economic conditions. In relation to the second research 
question, a number of emotions, motivations, influences and events are cited. These 
include the concept of generativity, a desire to be a role model, employability and 
vocational drivers, other people and relationships, especially relationship 
breakdowns, amongst others.  
 
In response to the third research question regarding the interplay of catalysts and 
triggers in the experience of learners, it is clear that this is the result of a complex 
interaction. The tutors surmise that the timing must be right for the particular 
individual and that their emotions and circumstances must converge. The students, 
through their group interview contributions and individual life paths, demonstrate that 
multiple events and circumstances do converge and this is at times supplemented by 
elements of serendipity. Even when participants cite having experienced a ‘eureka’ 
moment, similar to the potential expectations of Denzin (1989) and Antikainen (1998) 
with epiphanies and life-changing events, these never occur in isolation and 
participants all cite multiple forces at play rendering reengagement viable and 
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appropriate at that particular point in time alongside multiple convergence points. 
This unique interplay of catalysts and triggers may differ between individual learner 
trajectories in specific contexts and therefore this represents a topical area for further 
research. This observation highlights that research methodology must be sensitive to 
this interplay. While the critical incident technique holds much appeal, it can be 
difficult to identify individual crises or moments. As a consequence there is benefit in 
using multiple methods such as group interviews combined with a critical life path 
exercise to extract the individually contextualised nuances.  
 
The contribution of this work lies partly in the interdisciplinary nature of the literature 
examined. By bringing together historical, sociological, and lifespan development 
theories alongside other facets of adult participation literature, this work establishes 
a foundation from which the concept of catalysts and triggers in specific contexts 
may be further investigated. The research demonstrates originality of method 
through the marriage of the group interview, strongly advocated for use within 
lifelong learning research (Field, 2000), in conjunction with a modified critical incident 
technique in the form of the critical life path exercise. Deployment of this method has 
facilitated the elicitation of rich data from participants while providing a unique 
approach to capturing life histories incorporating participants’ explanations of key 
influencing forces and events from their perspectives.  
 
Implications for access policy and practice 
Access to higher education remains a key public policy issue and strategies to widen 
participation permeate education agendas. Such courses represent an important 
vehicle to allow mature learners to return to education and an attractive route for 
adult learners due to the condensed one-year duration of the programme and an 
appealing alternative to more traditional qualifications, especially in light of the 
powerful bonds that can form across a cohort. An alarming trend is reported however 
in the Access to Higher Education Report (QAA, 2013) suggesting a recent decline in 
access provision within the UK. A continued demise of access provision would 
potentially close more doors for learners such as these in the future, running counter 
to important social justice and social mobility agendas in policy. The impact of a 
reduction in part-time access to higher education provision additionally warrants 
attention. Furthermore, the application of appropriate pedagogy seems to have an 
impact on student engagement and retention.  
 
The access students featured in this study have risen above the odds, defying the 
predictive determinants identified by Rees et al. (2000). The majority have found the 
experience transformational. It is imperative that these types of access courses 
persist to allow opportunities for future students seeking a second chance. These 
findings are particularly pertinent in light of reduced funding and subsequent 
provision. In these circumstances, it is important to give learners’ experiences a 
voice to highlight the life-changing role access to higher education can play as a key 
contribution to the evidence needed by policymakers to decide future funding. This 
study and its framework provide a contribution to this debate. 
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The effects of a radical change in funding rules for 
VET in Victoria, Australia 

Hugh Guthrie, Victoria University and Erica Smith, Federation University 
Australia 

Introduction 
In many countries, governments are moving towards increased marketisation of their 
vocational education and training (VET) systems. This is often in line with more 
general policies of privatisation and marketisation of government services, in what is 
loosely called a neoliberal approach to economic management (Boas and Gans-
Morse, 2009). Australia has recently experienced a surge of such policies in the VET 
system, as a result of Council of Australia Governments (joint Commonwealth 
(federal) – State) agreements that, inter alia, States would on the one hand 
guarantee the entitlement of people to a certain level of qualification, and on the 
other hand, would expand the market in VET (e.g. Council of Australian 
Governments (COAG) 2012). Unusually for the VET system, at least in the extent of 
jurisdictional flexibility, each State and Territory could decide how it carried out these 
imperatives (Bowman and McKenna, 2015). Specifically, the 2012 agreement stated 
that all parties would ‘ facilitat[e] the operation of a more open and competitive 
training market’ and ‘enable (sic) public providers to operate effectively in an 
environment of greater competition,’ (COAG 2012, 6). In Australia, the State of 
Victoria had already moved the most quickly towards opening up the market for 
public funding of VET, with the least restraints on the practice of training providers, 
and, initially, with no cap on funding. When this resulted in a massive overspend of 
public money and many anecdotal reports of inappropriate business practices, or 
‘rorting of the system’, the State government introduced draconian cuts in early 2012 
to training for some industry areas and to general funding for public VET providers, 
which are collectively known as ‘TAFE’- Technical and Further Education. $300 
million a year was withdrawn from the TAFE system’s funding (in a State of 5.79 
million people in 2012).  

The research reported in this paper reports on the effects of these funding changes 
in Victoria on training for the service industries. The research project (Guthrie, Smith, 
Burt and Every 2014) was commissioned in 2014 by Service Skills Victoria, the State 
Industry Training Advisory Board for service industries.   
 
Background and literature 
In Australia, each State or Territory is responsible for most functions associated with 
managing and funding VET, with the Commonwealth (federal) government retaining 
functions such as the national curricular and quality systems. Thus, most funding for 
VET in Australia is distributed by the State and Territory governments through 
agreements with the Commonwealth. Until relatively recently, public VET funding 
was confined primarily to TAFE. Over the past 20 years the ‘training market’ has 
continuously evolved, from the early days of what was known as ‘user choice’ 
funding for training for apprenticeships and traineeships, and distribution of 
Commonwealth ‘growth funds’ (Smith and Keating, 2003), to the current situation 
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where training providers can access significant levels of funding in most jurisdictions 
on an equal basis with publicly-owned providers: that is, what is known as 
‘contestability’. Over the past twenty years, as the private sector has taken an 
increasing share of VET,  there has been much critique of the opening of the training 
market from a variety of perspectives, for example Shreeve (1995) and Ryan (1996), 
and including potentially negative effects on regional and remote areas with ‘thin 
markets’ (Noble, Hill, Smith and Smith, 2000).  

The Victorian funding approaches of the past five years, as the first and most radical 
of the jurisdictional approaches, have already given rise to some critical literature.  
Buchanan (2012), for example, writing shortly before the Victorian Budget that cut 
the availability of funds to some industry areas and to TAFE, criticises the rapid 
expansion of the training market, primarily on the grounds of the growth in the 
numbers of what he sees as poor quality private providers. Hetherington and Rust 
(2014) refer to the ‘unexpected and damaging consequences’ of contestability, 
noting that a ‘bubble’ of public spending is common in other sectors of the economy 
where public funds have been made available to new and untried service providers. 
Toner (2014) has recently critically examined the policy issues associated with 
contracting out and funding vocational education and training. This ‘contracting out’ 
process represents the separation of the government as a purchaser of vocational 
education and training from the providers of that training – whether publicly-owned or 
private. Vocational education is essentially seen as a ‘product’ and is subject to the 
market forces of supply and demand. However, balancing these market forces is 
challenging in terms of designing an efficient and effective VET market. Toner (2014) 
outlines a number of critiques of the VET market and the greatest critique is probably 
that it is not a true market, as much of the purchasing is done by governments.   

The research project examined the effects of funding changes in the state of Victoria 
over the period 2008 to 2013 and adds a weight of empirical evidence to the critical 
literature outlined above. This paper focuses particularly on the latter part of the 
period when funding was drastically reduced, by the then (conservative) government. 
The reductions were justified by a budget overspend due to the previous Labor 
government’s decision to provide much more government funding to the open 
market in line with (and in fact in advance of) the COAG agreement mentioned 
above.  

The profile of Service Skills Australia, the national Industry Skills Council that holds 
curriculum and industry liaison responsibilities for the service industries, covers the 
following range of industry sectors: Wholesale, Retail and Personal Services; 
Tourism, Travel and Hospitality; and Sport, Fitness and Recreation. Service Skills 
Victoria has a slightly different profile, notably not including the fitness industry, but 
the research encompassed the range of industries covered nationally. Service 
industries form the largest proportion of Australian industry, employing around 40% 
of Australian workforce, and were particularly affected by the industry-specific 
funding cuts in Victoria.  
 
Research method 
The research was carried out in 2014. One part of the project analysed national 
statistics on VET funding, which are collected by the National Centre for Vocational 
Education Research. This aspect of the research was published separately (Karmel, 
2014) and is not reported in this paper. However some key findings from that report 
are mentioned and referenced in the ‘Findings and analysis’ section.  
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Overall, the project had three research questions: 
1. What are the changes in provider and enrolment numbers in the industry 

sectors and related qualifications covered by Service Skill’s Training 
Packages over the time course 2009 to 2013? (Covered for the entire State 
by Karmel, 2014) 

2. What have been the effects of the changes on employers and employees? 
3. What have been the effects of the changes on training providers, and 

consequential effects on students and communities? 
 

There were three major qualitative components to the project: forums, interviews and 
submissions. Human research ethics approval was gained from Victoria University. 
 
Forums 
The aim of the forums was to gather a small group of key informants to ensure that 
the researchers were aware of the range of issues, both positive and negative, 
confronting the Victorian VET sector as a result of the introduction of entitlement 
funding and changes in funding rates by both the Commonwealth and Victorian 
governments from 2008 to 2013. The groups were intended to inform the 
development of the research project as well as to provide substantive data for 
analysis. Three groups were identified and the numbers of people attending forums 
are listed below 

1. Industry associations (all of those that attended also had training provider 
arms) (n=4) (example include Master Grocers Australia and the Pharmacy 
Guild) 

2. Large providers, that is: public TAFEs (n=2 plus the Victorian TAFE peak 
body, and 

3. Private providers (n=5). 
 

Interviews 
Having identified the key issues and refined the interview protocol, telephone and 
face-to-face interviews were undertaken with individuals and small groups, 
representing training providers Known in Australia as Registered Training 
Organisations – RTOs), industry associations, employers and other stakeholders. A 
list of potential interviewees was provided by Service Skills Victoria, and the 
researchers also used their own contacts to access appropriate people. 27 
organisations participated in interviews, involving 35 interviewees, collectively 
covering the industry areas serviced by Service Skills Australia. Interviews lasted 
between 20 minutes and an hour and were taped and transcribed, with permission.  

On-line submissions 
On-line submissions were invited from interested stakeholders. Submissions were 
made using Survey Monkey software, and respondents could select from three 
different submission proformas depending on the nature of their organisation. They 
were also invited to submit additional relevant documentation, although none in fact 
did so. 

An email of invitation was circulated widely but responses were low, seven in total. 
Some respondents identified themselves and others did not. They covered the 
industry areas of hairdressing, retail, floristry, travel, tourism and hospitality; and 
were mainly submitted by training providers.  
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Limitations to the research method 
There are three major limitations to the method. Firstly we were not able to research 
directly with students, as the project timelines did not allow time for the additional 
ethics approval necessary. This affected our analysis of the third research question. 
However we accessed indirect information about students via training providers and 
industry associations. Secondly, we were disappointed not to be able to access more 
respondents who were individual employers (two in total) and again had to rely on 
others to provide evidence about effects on employers. However, industry 
associations and RTOs alike provided a great deal of evidence from their close 
relationship with individual employers. Thirdly, we received only indirect evidence 
about ‘dodgy’ providers, as those we interviewed – and, it might be surmised, those 
most likely to be prepared to talk to us - were long established and ethical Service 
Skills providers, both public and private. 
 
Findings and analysis 
This section begins with a brief overview of funding changes and of the analysis of 
national figures undertaken by Karmel (2014) as part of the project.   
 
Changes in funding arrangements in Victoria  
VET funding approaches in Victoria changed rapidly during the period 2008 to 2014. 
The ‘entitlement’ provisions mentioned above were expected to lead to greater 
expenditure on training, but this exceeded forecasts by a considerable amount. The 
Victorian Coalition (conservative) Government’s report ‘Refocussing Vocational 
Training in Victoria’ (Government of Victoria, 2012) noted that the Government 
expected a modest increase in the expenditure level from about $800M to about 
$900M, but in the 2011-2012 financial year expenditure exceeded $1.3 billion. In 
response to this crisis, new ‘subsidy’1rates were introduced in the May 2012 State 
budget, linked to five bands of funding (A, B, C, D and E), for new enrolments in 
qualifications from July 1 2012 and for all existing students from January 1st 2013 
onwards, with subsequent adjustments to subsidy levels for individual qualifications.  
Subsidy rates were not connected to factors such as cost as delivery. The significant 
changes foreshadowed in the May State budget of 2012, and then fully implemented 
from the beginning of 2013, led to a period of rapid adjustment as subsidy levels 
changed, sometimes dramatically, for a range of Service Skills qualifications. Further 
changes to ‘rules’ and entitlements during 2013 and 2014 and continued changes in 
subsidy levels have occurred during this latter period with very short lead times.  

Analysis of the subsidy levels shows that a significant proportion of Service Skills 
qualifications were placed in Bands C, D and E, the three lower funding bands. 
Retail and waiting qualifications attracted particularly low subsidy rates. They were in 
Band A and attracted $1.50 per hour per student, compared with rates of between 
$10.50 and $12.50 for apprenticed trade qualifications, which were in Band A.  
Further, there was a significant drop in the number of Service Skills qualifications in 
Bands B and C between 2013 and 2014 as qualifications have been shifted to lower 
Bands: D and E. The nature of the funding bands significantly disadvantage women, 
who form the majority of workers in most Service industries.  

Changes in training provided for the service industries 
The phase of the project undertaken by Karmel (2014) showed serious and 
detrimental effects for the service industries, which were the worst affected of all 
industry sectors. Growth in Service Skills student load, already relatively high in 
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2008, grew very rapidly and then fell significantly in 2013 (Table 1). Growth in 
Service Skills enrolments was higher than the overall rate of enrolment growth in 
Victoria from 2009 to 2011. It fell back in 2012 and’ crashed’ in 2013. In contrast, the 
analysis (Karmel, 2014) showed that the rest of Australia was characterised by a far 
greater stability in the provision of Service Skills qualifications than Victoria from 
2008 to 2013. While the level of training in Service Skills in Victoria in 2013 remained 
well above the level in 2008 (around one third higher) the level of funding in 2013 for 
Service Skills qualifications was around 70% of the funding in 2008. This raises the 
issue of whether Service Skills occupations are presently receiving their fair share of 
Victorian subsidised funding.  

Table 1: Enrolments in Victorian Government subsidised vocational training 
overall and for Service Skills qualifications 2008–20132 

Enrolments 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

 
Total 
enrolments, 
Victoria 

        
381,300 

100%  

        
376,800 

99%  

        
426,900  

112% 

        
548,700 

144%  

        
670,400 

176%  

        
645,000 

169%  

Service 
Skills 
enrolments, 
Victoria 

79,385 
100% 

85,669 
108% 

94,091 
119% 

121,443 
153% 

132,288 
167% 

89,879 
113% 

2008 is used as 100% base level for the percentages 

By industry area: Major growth in provider numbers for Service Skills was reported 
between 2009 and 2010. In particular, this growth was in the fields of retail; tourism, 
hospitality and events; hairdressing; sport, fitness and recreation and beauty 
therapy. The largest number of providers was concentrated in the first two fields 
(retail and tourism, hospitality and events) and growth of provider numbers continued 
into 2011 for retail services before progressively falling back in 2012 and 2013. In 
tourism, hospitality and events, growth in private provider numbers continued to rise 
into 2012 before dropping back in 2013.  

Provider type: Since 2008, private providers increased their share of student load in 
Service Skills qualifications in Victoria from a base of around 20% to nearly 60% in 
2013. Correspondingly TAFE’s share dropped from around 75% to just under 40% 
over the same period. The Community Education sector’s share of Service Skills 
load remained small and relatively constant, although its share of load fell to its 
lowest level in 2013. 

Findings from the interviews, forums and submissions  
The qualitative research showed that the effects on training providers were dramatic. 
The overall effects included the entry of new and untried providers into the market 
post-2008, with flow on effects when some of these providers offered poor quality 
programs which was reported to affect the confidence of end users and those 
providers offering subsequent training.  

The greatest effects particularly related to the changes to subsidy rates announced 
in May 2012. There was an immediate loss of income to RTOs. This was particularly 
so for TAFE Institutes, with the loss of their additional ‘community service obligation 
funding’3. But significantly decreased financial viability, applied to both TAFE and 
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private providers. Survival had become the focus for a number of Service Skills 
providers we interviewed, rather than quality of provision.   

These effects have been compounded by changes at Commonwealth level, creating 
a ‘double whammy’. While the Victorian effects were seen as far more significant, 
reductions in entitlement to traineeship funding were the most significant 
Commonwealth changes, especially the loss of training for ‘existing workers’ early in 
their employment careers, as funding was withdrawn for these workers.  

Most of those training providers interviewed maintain that they had done all they can 
to maintain the quality of delivery. However, they had to undertake several remedial 
actions which were often undesirable, including making staff redundant, and 
generally reducing the services offered to students. RTOs began to ‘bundle’ 
qualifications together to include qualifications that still retained reasonable funding 
rates, and to combine classes and offer more on-line and less face-to-face provision. 
RTOs reported a halt in capital investment and a loss in morale among remaining 
staff. Clearly some of these strategies present a risk to the quality of training.  

It seemed to be unlikely that TAFE colleges would be able to re-open the industry 
areas that had been closed down. For example, several ‘training restaurants’ in 
regional areas were closed down as there were no longer any waiting students and 
colleges could not afford to employ staff to keep the restaurants open to provide 
experience for the apprentice cooks.  

Effects on Service Skills students included fee increases to offset losses in 
government funding, which adversely affected existing students and deterred 
prospective students. There was a loss of Service Skills training options or provision 
in local areas, particularly regional and outer suburban areas. There was confusion 
about the quality of providers in an expanded marketplace, meaning that some 
students gained qualifications that were not respected4. 

Effects on employers in the service industries included the reduction of subsidies 
and an increased direct cost of training to the individual employer or employee. This 
impacted particularly on small businesses and in many regional and rural towns 
employers were no longer able to employ trainees in retail, hospitality and 
community pharmacy. Further, there was a feeling that the setting of subsidy rates, 
particularly since May 2012, implied a Government view of low economic value and 
worth of some Service Skills industries. 

Other general effects in VET and more broadly included the loss of good quality 
Service Skills provision, as TAFE campuses and some RTOs had to close because 
they were no longer viable. All TAFE providers and many RTOs ceased delivering n 
some industry areas such as retail and waiting; as was pointed out in the interviews, 
the only RTOs that could afford to deliver at $1.50 per hour per student were those 
who not doing it properly. As Service Skills industries provide a labour market entry 
point for many if not the majority of young people, especially in rural and outer 
suburban areas, this was a major concern.  
 
Conclusion 
In summary the following were the major effects. The initial expansion of the system, 
where access to public money was available for any training providers who were 
training people who had an entitlement to training,  was welcomed by some, but 
adversely affected TAFE colleges. However, it soon became clear that many of the 
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training providers benefiting were those who might be described as opportunistic and 
were not particularly engaged with the industries for which the training was provided. 
Numbers in some qualifications ballooned, and would-be students did not have the 
information to discriminate among established providers with good reputations and 
the new ‘fly-by-night’ providers. Training providers became unable to budget or plan 
as the State government began to adjust hourly rates for qualifications sometimes on 
a monthly basis. The administrative burden of such changes was considerable and 
providers were not able to communicate pricing information to the students in a 
manner that was consistent with Commonwealth government regulations. Industry 
and the general public began to lose confidence in the quality of the VET system, 
and TAFE directors reported that their local populations were not sure whether their 
local TAFE college was still ‘open for business’.  

The project found many detrimental effects of the funding approaches, that have had 
serious and perhaps irreversible impacts in particular industry areas and regions, 
and upon TAFE, the public provider. The funding changes, particularly the cuts in 
TAFE funding, became a major issue in the Victorian State election in late 2104 and 
the new incoming Labor government is so far moving only slowly on its election 
promise to provide a ‘rescue fund’ for TAFE. 

While the research focused on the service industries, in the process it garnered a 
clear overall picture of the effects on vocational education and training (VET) 
provision as a whole. Victoria was the first State in Australia to introduce such 
measures but others have now followed suit. The Victorian approach, implemented 
over the past five years, was the first and most radical of the jurisdictional 
approaches and has attracted much criticism. The research clearly illustrated that 
structural factors such as finance can have a major impact on the provision of VET, 
particularly with a government that does not display a commitment to VET as an 
educational sector.  

Notes 
1
 In the Budget document, the government began to use the word ‘subsidies’ instead 

of funding, a significant change yet one little remarked-upon. 

2 Sources for table: DEECD 2014, Victorian Training Market Report Full Year 2013, 
Melbourne, Department of Education and Early Childhood Development; and 
NCVER ‘Students and Courses’ data. 

3 This term was used to describe the addition al funding available to TAFE Institutes, 
and was understood to fund TAFE’s obligation to cater for rural areas and for 
disadvantaged students. 

4 As a postscript, during 2015 thousands of VET qualifications in Victoria and other 
States have been withdrawn by the national regulator (the Australian Skills Quality 
Authority), most if not all being from private training providers who accessed newly 
available government funding to deliver training. 
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Training needs of adult literacy instructors and the 
empowerment of adult learners in selected non-
formal learning centres in Nigeria  

Samir Halliru, University of Glasgow, UK 
 
Introduction 
Statistics have shown that, despite Nigeria’s natural wealth and recent economic 
expansion, the country’s level of poverty and illiteracy is increasing (National 
Population Commission (NPC), 2006; National Bureau for Statistics (NBS), 2012). 
Non-Government Organisations (NGOs) such as UNESCO have long operated in 
the country to raise literacy levels, including among the adult population (UNESCO, 
2012), yet high levels of illiteracy persist. This paper looks at the training need of 
adult instructors in Kano State as a way of raising literacy level and empowering 
adult learners. Although the importance of adult education and adult learners is 
recognised in Nigeria, the education of those responsible for teaching literacy is, 
arguably, neglected for a number of reasons, including poor infrastructure and lack of 
concern for what adult education can offer for the empowerment of society. The 
paper examines the impact of instructors training on learners' critical thinking as a 
means of learners' empowerment in the area of study. It employs the radical 
education theories of Freire (1993) and Gramsci (1971) because they enable people 
to exercise freedom of thought, choice and action especially where authority is 
usually respected and unquestioned, passivity become the norm. The analysis of the 
data takes an interpretivist approach, which allows the participants to interpret their 
world through multiple realities (Mason, 2003; Creswell, 2003). The findings indicate 
that most adult literacy instructors are not adequately trained to teach literacy for 
empowerment because; they were trained to teach reading, writing and numeracy 
rather than critical thinking which will empower the learners. However, the adult 
instructors provide vocational training to adult participants as a means of generating 
income. The paper reveals the mode of teaching in Nigeria, which is not empowering 
as reflected in Freire (1993) and Gramsci (1971). 

Background, Theory and Context 
Adult education in Nigeria is an issue of concern because of the increasing poverty 
profile and illiteracy rate within the country. Nigeria, as the most populous country in 
Africa, has a total population of 140 million people (National Population Commission 
(NPC), 2006). Despite the enormous human and material resources with which the 
country is endowed, still the poverty profile of the country is increasing (Ihejirika, 
2012). This is corroborated by data made available by NBS (2012) that about 60.2% 
of the population is living in absolute poverty and the incidence of the poverty is 
more visible in rural areas with 66.3% of the population. Ihejirika (2012) argues that 
the increasing level of poverty in Nigeria can be attributed to the high levels of 
illiteracy within the country. If Ihejirka’s assessment is correct, measures to increase 
literacy levels among the adult (and school) population could have a significant 
impact on Nigeria’s wealth and prosperity. Adult Education, as I will argue here, could 
be critical to that success.   
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Adult Education and Training  
Adult education and training for the adult educators is an important aspect of 
developing the field of adult education practice (Tight, 2001). As teachers, facilitators 
and trainers assist and guide the learning of adults, they also need to be involved in 
training to support and prepare themselves for these roles (Tight, 2001) and, in my 
experience, this professional development needs to take critical pedagogy’s 
perspectives. For example, adult educators should be educated to develop critical 
thinking skills so that, following Gramsci (1971) and Freire (1993) they can free 
learners from the shackles of poverty, disease, illiteracy and the effects of 
dehumanisation brought about by the economic actions of Nigeria’s vested interests. 
Freire (1993) argues that critical thinking educators are those who have the capacity 
to educate the learners to analyse their world and respond to the challenges of 
society. In the same line of argument, Gramsci (1971) argued that the role of the 
educators is that of raising the consciousness of learners to critically examine and 
question present states of affairs. However, it is important to acknowledge that whilst 
Freire's and Gramsci's ideas are fruitful and relevant to me as an adult educator, 
nevertheless, this is controversial given the history of military rule. Freire (1993) 
argues that education should be used as a means of problem solving to enable 
people to use freedom of thought and action, rather than being passive personalities 
in the face of authority. 
 
Many adult educators in these settings deliver literacy classes, or employment 
programmes without any critical awareness of the situation of the learners. This has 
resulted in adult education being seen as an issue of delivering literacy training 
alone, in reading, writing and numeracy (Fasokun, 2000), potentially undermining the 
potential of developing critical thinking, consciousness raising as a means of 
empowerment. I believe one major way to promote critical thinking of the learners is 
Freirian and Gramscian perspective to learning. This is important because people 
have become passive and learned without questioning. Learners in Nigeria being the 
recipients of what Freire described as ‘banking education’, are mere receptacles 
waiting to receive knowledge is, arguably, affecting their morale to act positively in 
changing the society. 
  
Theory  
Banking education is considered to be an education that stimulates dominance and 
oppress people, and: 
 

The interest of the education is not to change the consciousness of the people and 
the situation that oppresses them, for the more, the oppressed… adapt to the 
situation, the more easily they can be dominated (Freire, 1993, 74). 

 
The oppressors use banking education in conjunction with other state apparatus, to 
take away the rights of the people. Gramsci (1971, 11) argued that one of the 
features of dominant class in their effort to extent their dominance is its ‘struggle to 
assimilate and to conquer people ideologically’. The means through which the 
‘conquerors’, here the dominant class in Nigeria, extend their dominance is through 
education. In his writing on banking education, Freire (1993) observed that the 
function of the teacher is to fill learners, considered as empty vessel, with content 
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that is far away from the reality of the living world. The application of banking 
education at all levels of education (primary, secondary, Universities and informal 
adult learning centres) in Nigeria has significantly affected the capacity of the trainers 
or teachers of adult learners to deliver in a way that develops the critical thinking of 
learners. As such, they cannot empower progressive minds within society. The 
phenomenon is widespread in Nigeria but many countries in Africa are experiencing 
similar situation. In this regard, the training of informal educators should contain 
issues like empowerment, raising consciousness and liberation of the individuals as 
advocated by Freire and Gramsci. It is my belief that the situation will produce better 
individuals who will work in the development of their communities. Banking education 
ensures that learners and individuals commit things to memory without realising the 
idea behind its application. The more ideas are memorised and content repeated, 
the more ignorant the learners become in understanding the realities of life (Freire, 
1993). 
  
Therefore, the training of adult literacy instructors in the areas of critical thinking, 
consciousness and empowerment is critical in my view, given the potential of adult 
education to change a country’s fortune, as the success of helping adult learners 
relies heavily on the degree of understanding and the diversity of knowledge of the 
adult literacy instructors (NMEC, 2013, 11). However, and worryingly, as Field (2013, 
34-5) has observed, in recent years around the world there has been a decline in the 
number of  established institutions for training of adult educators, and that has 
affected empowering adult learners for progressive change in communities.  

As part of his empowerment mission of instructors and learners, Freire identifies 
problem-posing education as an ideal education for the liberation of society. 
Problem-posing education is a drive toward empowerment and liberation of the 
individuals and it corrects the dominant relationship that exists between the teachers 
and the learners through the process of dialogue. Dialogue provides an opportunity 
for the learners and educators to come together, share understanding, and 
experience that will lead to their transformation and empowerment (Freire,1993). In 
the process of dialogue the presence of the educator is pronounced where he/she 
needs intervene that shows the level of competency of the educator. Gramsci (1971) 
pointed out the idea of development of intellectuals within the lower cadre to serve 
the purpose of mobilisation and development of individuals in the society. Gramsci 
(1971, 32), however, argues that common school within society should aim at 
‘fundamental values of humanism, the intellectual’s self-discipline and the moral 
independence which are necessary for subsequent specialization… practical 
character’. Gramsci (1971, 33) agreeing with Freire pointed out that learning takes 
place through spontaneous and autonomous efforts of the learners, with the teacher 
performing the role of friendly guide. It demonstrates that ‘instructor’s mastery of 
methods of teaching is working towards intellectual maturity in discovering new truth.  

Moreover, in an ideal school an ordinary individual is provided with free training in 
skills and general training (technical) necessary to live a good life. The theories of 
Freire and Gramsci are relevant in this study as they relate to the empowerment, 
liberation and rising of consciousness of both the learners and the instructors. This 
indicates that if an adult educator is well trained with these theories he or she can be 
explore and develop the potentials of learners to be empowered.  



225 
 

Consequently, as this paper illustrates, the teaching of adult learners in Nigeria has 
been taken over by untrained and non-professional adult educators, for reasons I will 
shortly discuss. While adult educators and developing the capacity of institutions that 
train them is an ideal, as I noted above, that is shared all over the world, adult 
education, in Oduaran’s (2013, 100) view has become ‘a field of all-comers’. Many 
people without the requisite knowledge on how to teach adult learners have been in 
practice neglecting important principles of adult education that allows for autonomy. 
According to Oduaran (2013) and Nnazor (2005) educators are not properly trained 
by the virtue of the system: it is inefficient, and lacking in funds, and marginal status 
of adult education. Oduaran argues further that experience has shown us to be wary 
about the current job performance of untrained adult educators because of the 
possibilities of not working to empower and conscientise the citizen that will bring 
progressive change in Nigeria. 

Methodology  
The methodology employs an interpretivist paradigm, which allows understanding of 
how the world is 'interpreted, understood and experienced' by the participants of any 
research (Mason, 2006, 3). I used semi-structured interviews, which are, according 
to Mason (2006), a form of interview that will allow interactional exchange of 
dialogue, between the researcher and the participants and provides multiple realities 
of the participants (Creswell, 2013). I was interested in the participant’s’ perception of 
their training, learning and how criticality of thinking can aid the practice of adult 
educators and empower learners. The interviews provide an account of the 
experiences of the adult educators and adult learners on how their training 
programme can be made better. In Devault’s and Gross's (2006, 173) view 
interviews give participants an opportunity to share stories. I served to facilitate the 
discussion through exchange and sharing of ideas, knowledge and experiences as 
reflected in Freire’s Dialogue. The participants are drawn from adult literacy centre in 
the area of study; including seven adult literacy instructors and seven adult learners. 

Discussion and Analysis 
The findings of the study indicate that those responsible for the provision of adult 
education are not trained adult educators; they hold lower qualifications in different 
areas and are mostly volunteers with no training in theories and practice of adult 
education. Most of the participants show their concern and involvement with the 
literacy activities for example Participant 6 said: 

I was trained as a Grade 2 teacher and later obtained NCE...I am not a trained 
adult educator but develop interest in adult literacy.....I looked at the situation of 
low level workers... 

The participants indicated that they are not trained adult educators, confirming 
Oduaran’s (2003) argument that we have to be wary about the job performance of 
untrained adult educators who cannot perform the larger role of transforming society. 
From the data, untrained personnel are taking over the discipline of adult education 
as argued by Gramsci and Freire that lowers the capacity of the learners to received 
intellectual help and thereby becoming fully empowered and liberated from poverty 
and illiteracy. In effect, the instructors and the learners cannot make meaningful 
progress toward changing the society. The data has shown that all the participants 
were not professional educators. Some of the participants, especially those in 
community learning centres, have indicated that they are teaching adults voluntarily.  
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Moreover, Field (2013) argues that present society lacks educators who can train 
progressive minds for change and is supported by what I have found to date. The 
data generated by this study on the nature of the training of adult educators also 
seems supported by research conducted by NMEC (2008) that people in the 
business of teaching adults in Nigeria hold varying qualifications and trainings. 
Moreover, teaching and learning methodology, professionalism of the educators, 
monitoring, evaluation and quality assurance as indicated by UNESCO (2013) is 
absent within the Nigeria context as shown by the data.  

From the data generated there is not a single practitioner who is a trained adult 
educator, and the instructors had different areas of specialisation. Consequently, as 
indicated elsewhere, it is possible that people recruited to teach adult learners will 
teach them as they were taught using methods for teaching children (Knowles, 1980, 
156) because they have no requisite knowledge of techniques and methods of 
teaching adults. Most of the participants have indicated that they are using 
curriculum provided by the Agency for Mass Education, confirming Freire’s (1993, 
76) view that the role of educators who use banking education is to ‘regulate the way 
world enters into students’. Given the level of practitioners’ education, and their use 
of teacher-centred approaches, it would not be surprising to them relying on banking 
education to produce learners that are mere recipients (Freire, 1993). As discussed 
earlier, Freire (1993) and Gramsci (1971) argue that banking of education 
domesticates learners and inhibits them from thinking critically. Therefore, to achieve 
adult education that empowers and raises the conscious of the learners, we need to 
have trained personnel with requisite knowledge in critical thinking and critical 
reflection. The data has shown that the programmes were not properly evaluated as 
required by UNESCO (2013) because non-professionals were allowed to take over 
the activities of adult education in the area of study. 

The findings of the study further revealed that the aim of the instructors was not 
critical thinking but basic literacy through reading, writing, numeracy and 
understanding spoken (English language) and aspects of vocational education. The 
data further revealed that the curriculum was not student-centred, despite the 
experience of the learners. Most of the participants indicated that they did not attend 
any training aimed at enhancing their practice as educators. For example, Participant 
1 said ‘I have never attended any training programme since my employment...’. I will 
argue that it is important for adult educators to have a critical perspective even if they 
are teaching literacy courses. Criticality can be taught within the context of courses 
that do not seem to have critical thinking as their main objective, such as literacy or 
job training. However, critical thinking if embedded in literacy activities could 
emancipate learners and the society as a whole. Mezirow (1987) argues that 
emancipation provides self-knowledge and knowledge of self-reflection.  

The curriculum in radical adult education practice should include inputs from the 
learners so that they can feel they are part of the learning process. To assist learners 
in improving their capacity to function as self-directed learners, the educator should 
provide them with opportunities to share their experience and identify what their 
learning needs are. The content of the learning should also be on real life activities 
and facilitate problem-solving education (Freire, 1993). The findings indicated that 
the learners were taught some aspect vocational training as a means of income and 
greater economic security. This finding was confirmed by a study conducted by 
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Olajide (2007) which showed that vocational training provides participants with the 
needed skills for self-employment.  

The training needs include workshops and seminars on learning and teaching 
techniques for adult learners and further education, higher qualification in adult 
education and learning more vocational trades in leather work. All the participants 
indicated the different areas in which they need training to improve their capacity to 
meet the ever-changing learning needs. Some of the participants wanted to learn the 
techniques of teaching adult learners using different theories of learning and learning 
theories. For example, Participant 1 said, ‘From my training as NCE holder, I am not 
an adult educator... I need training in techniques of teaching adult learners because 
of their experience and expectations...I need higher qualification...’.  

Others wanted to learn vocational trades to enhance their financial status and 
independence. Participant 3 wanted ‘further training on new technique of soap 
making and leather work...I want to further my studies...’ Participant 6 would like 
‘...facilitators workshops and seminars on health care and sanitation’. To him people 
need to be aware of how to keep their environment clean to avoid the outbreak of 
disease.  

Conclusion  
The paper indicated that adult literacy instructors are not trained to conscientise, 
empower, and liberate adult learners from the shackles of poverty and illiteracy. The 
problems of adult education in Nigeria include poor infrastructure, lack of 
commitment to adult education for critical thinking and empowerment. Also the 
curricula in adult education is barely adequate to meet the needs of the economy, 
while adult education, if properly designed and delivered, could impact on citizens’ 
personal empowerment, growth and countries' wealth and prosperity. Thus far, we 
have to acknowledge the importance of having personnel who are well trained in 
principles of adult education practice, which aim at empowerment rather than 
continued obedience, and acceptance of the status quo. However, rather than 
imposing curriculum there should be a shift from focusing on the learners’ deficiency 
to focusing on their strengths. I argue the foundation for success in adult education is 
liberation and empowerment of learners. The training of both the instructors and 
learners using the Freirian and Gramscian theories may promote learners’ critical 
thinking, engagement and empowerment.  
 

Recommendation  
The paper recommends that: Training should be using theories and principles of 
adult education practice, and volunteer adult educators should be supported at all 
levels; Critical thinking should be embedded in the training to empower progressive 
local people and curriculum should be learner-centred; Training should start with 
group discussion as the basis for reflection and sharing of ideas; Adult education 
should be centred on social justice, equity and equality. 
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Radical democracy, the verification of equality and 
widening participation 

Kerry Harman, Birkbeck, University of London, UK 

Introduction 
Democracy and education have been longstanding themes in adult education and 
issues of social justice and the desire for greater social equality underpin much of 
this literature (e.g. Freire, 1996; Giroux, 1983; Hall, Tandon and Global University 
Network for Innovation, 2014; McLaren, Lankshear, and Kincheloe, 1994; Torres, 
2013). It can be argued that in much of this literature knowledge is understood as the 
means for achieving emancipation and the political project is about ensuring equal 
access to and distribution of knowledge, thereby contributing to more equal and 
socially just societies (Bingham and Biesta, 2010). Indeed, this logic of emancipation 
can be understood as underpinning the project of Widening Participation in Higher 
Education (HE) where a primary aim is to increase access for social groups 
underrepresented in HE (e.g. Atkins and Ebdon, 2014; Dorling, 2015). Groups 
targeted in widening participation policy in the UK include those from black and 
minority ethnic groups (BMEs), low income students, those from working class 
backgrounds, single parents and mature age students 
(http://www.hefce.ac.uk/sas/funding/).  

This paper engages with Ranciere’s concept of the ‘pedagogical myth’ (1991) to 
examine an alternative logic of emancipation. In developing this concept, Ranciere 
argues for a decoupling of the taken for granted connection between knowledge and 
emancipation. He offers an alternative perspective whereby the explanatory logic 
underpinning pedagogical practices is understood as the way inequality is 
reproduced (Bingham and Biesta, 2010; Pelletier, 2009; Simons and Masschelein, 
2010). It will be argued in this paper that this alternative logic provides a useful 
contribution to reimagining how we might ‘do’ widening participation, with an 
emphasis on pedagogical practices in HE.  

The first part of the paper examines two recent Widening Participation documents 
produced in the UK, one from the domain of research and one from the policy arena. 
I propose that much Widening Participation literature is based on an underlying 
assumption that knowledge (gained through participating in HE) is emancipatory as it 
contributes to enhanced social mobility. Next, Ranciere’s critique of the ‘pedagogical 
myth’ and the alternative performative logic of emancipation he proposes are 
introduced. The paper then explores what this logic of emancipation suggests in 
terms of terms of how ‘we’ (academics) might do widening participation in HE. 
Finally, the contribution of this approach to Burke’s (2012) analysis of widening 
participation in the UK and her argument for pedagogies of participation is outlined.  

Recent literature on widening participation in the UK 
An analysis of recent widening participation documents suggests the ongoing 
prevalence of a social mobility discourse in the widening participation literature. For 
example, Widening Participation has been offered in current and former government 
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Higher Education policy as a means for enhancing social mobility in the UK 
(Department for Business Innovation and Skills, 2009, 2011). In Students at the 
Heart of the system (Department for Business Innovation and Skills, 2011), Chapter 
5 was dedicated to the theme of: ‘Improved social mobility through fairer access’. 
The following excerpt from the introduction to the chapter stresses the relationship 
between higher education, higher wages and access to professional occupations: 

Higher education can be a powerful engine of social mobility, enabling able young 
people from low-income backgrounds to earn more than their parents and 
providing a route into the professions for people from non-professional 
backgrounds. But as we set out in our recent strategy for social mobility, Opening 
Doors, Breaking Barriers, there are significant barriers in the way of bright young 
people from the most disadvantaged backgrounds accessing higher education. 
This chapter sets out how we will promote fairer access without undermining 
academic excellence or institutional autonomy. We expect higher education 
institutions to be active partners, challenged and supported by a strengthened 
Office for Fair Access (OFFA) (Department for Business Innovation and Skills, 
2011, 64). 

Following Burke (2012), it can be argued that an underlying cultural hegemony in HE 
institutions remains unchallenged in this document as widening participation appears 
to be conceived as assimilation into mainstream academic practices of HE rather 
than the broadening of current institutional values and practices. This is evident in 
the reassurance that fairer access will not undermine academic excellence or 
institutional autonomy. The policy document also focuses on ‘bright young people’, 
therefore completing overlooking mature age students. The ‘Improved social mobility 
through fairer access’ chapter also draws on other familiar discourses in widening 
participation policy including: ‘raising aspirations’, ‘fair access’ and ‘lifting barriers’. 
Burke (2012) has argued that these discourses are problematic as they ignore 
structural exclusions, inequalities and the materialities of poverty. For example, a 
discourse of ‘raising aspirations’ works to reconstruct poverty as poverty of 
aspiration, thus shifting the responsibility to ‘the poor’.  

A social mobility discourse is also evident in research on widening participation. For 
example, as part of a critical analysis of changes to UK Higher Education following 
the Browne Review, Vignoles (2013) examined the relationship between widening 
participation and improved levels of social mobility. While recognising that widening 
participation is ‘a goal in its own right’, she argues that it is ‘also crucial because a 
degree is likely to have a substantial impact on an individual’s economic prosperity 
and hence on their social mobility’ (Vignoles, 2013, 118). She also notes that this 
more general claim requires qualification as the economic benefits of a degree vary 
in relation to the university attended and the subject studied. Furthermore, Vignoles 
stresses that the social mobility discourse evident in the White Paper will not 
necessarily lead to greater equality as it implies that at the same time as some 
students move up the socio-economic ladder, others will drop down.  

It could be argued that much Widening Participation literature is based on an 
underlying assumption that knowledge gained from studying in higher education 
provides access to social mobility and is therefore emancipatory (at least for the 
individuals who are able to access HE). In other words, education (and pedagogical 
practices) are understood as the means for overcoming social inequality. 
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Furthermore, Bingham and Biesta (2010) point out that this same logic of 
emancipation not only guides mainstream educational policy and practice but can be 
understood as underpinning more radical critical pedagogical practices associated 
with consciousness raising. They propose that various educational practices, 
whether they are understood as formal or informal, assume that ‘one must be led to 
emancipation’ (Bingham and Biesta, 2010, 63) via the explication of the teacher.  

The ‘pedagogical myth’ 
Ranciere proposes an alternative logic of emancipation in The Ignorant 
Schoolmaster: five lessons in intellectual emancipation (1991). In telling the story of 
Jacotot and the rise and fall of his method of ‘Universal Teaching’, he provides a 
critique of the linear notion of progress implicit in pedagogy. He argues that the 
pedagogical myth, whereby just ‘a little further along’, ‘a few more explanations and 
you’ll understand it’, works to reinforce a permanent delay which separates ‘the 
knowing’ and ‘the ignorant’: 

The pedagogical myth divides the world into two. It says that there is an inferior 
intelligence and a superior one. The former registers perceptions by change, 
retains them, interprets and repeats them empirically, within the closed circle of 
habit and need. This is the intelligence of the young child and the common man. 
The superior intelligence knows things by reason, proceeds by method, from the 
simple to the complex, from the part to the whole. It is this intelligence that allows 
the master to transmit his knowledge by adapting it to the intellectual capacities of 
the student and allows him to verify that the student has satisfactorily understood 
what he learned (Ranciere, 1991, 7). 

In other words, pedagogical practices, and the ongoing assumption of deficit and 
deferral embedded in these practices, provide the site for the ongoing reproduction 
of inequality. This view disrupts the taken for granted understanding that participating 
in education provides the pathway to equality. Ross (translator’s notes in Ranciere, 
1991, xix), suggests that the story of Jacotot can be read as a broader critique of the 
methods of social science, and more specifically the intellectual project of Bourdieu, 
where sociology is used to reveal the ‘truth’ of oppression. Ranciere argues that the 
‘same temporal and spatial distance’ that separates ‘the master’ from ‘the student’ 
also works to separate the ‘explicator of the social’ from the worker’ (Ross in 
Ranciere, 1991, xix). For example, in Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, the poor are not 
conscious of their own domination and this ‘fact’ needs to be revealed by the social 
scientist. In other words, it is only the social scientist who is able to interpret the ‘real 
truth’ of the experience of the ‘the poor’1. 

In contrast, the verification of equality, through establishing a relationship of equality 
between ‘master’ (teacher) and ‘novice’ (student), provides an alternative logic of 
emancipation. The ongoing delay implicit in pedagogical practices leads Ranciere to 
argue that equality must be the starting point rather than the end goal of the 
pedagogical relation. In other words, rather than aspiring to equality and taking it as 
a goal, equality must be performed. The enactment of equality encompasses a 
refusal to take up the position one is assigned in the social order and it is through the 
enactment of equality, and the concomitant reconfiguring of what is able to be 
thought, said and done (‘the distribution of the sensible’), that social change is made 
possible (Hallward, 2005).  
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Ranciere’s critique of the ‘pedagogical myth’ and the alternative logic he offers for 
conceiving emancipation provide the tools for moving beyond a Bourdieusian 
conceptualisation of the ongoing reproduction of inequality through education. 
However, as Pelletier (2009) points out, Ranciere’s critique of Bourdieu is not 
directed to the accuracy of his argument, indeed the evidence of inequality is far too 
widespread. Rather, the problem identified by Ranciere is the performative effect of 
Bourdieu’s approach whereby ‘the poor’ always remain the object of study. In other 
words, it is only academics ‘knowers’ who are able to reveal the hidden elements 
that contribute to ongoing inequality and oppression, and this works to produce a 
seemingly natural separation of scholastic and practical reason.  

While the work of Ranciere is becoming increasingly popular in educational 
literature, particularly literature concerned with education and democracy (e.g. 
Bingham and Biesta, 2010; Pelletier, 2009; Simons and Masschelein, 2010), his 
notion of the political has not gone unchallenged. A detailed discussion of counter 
arguments is beyond the scope of this paper, however, a clearly argued critique is 
provided by McNay (2014). Her argument links with a broader debate on the role of 
critical theory in democratic politics (e.g. Coole and Frost, 2010; Kompridis, 2011; 
Latour, 2004). Drawing on Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, and the embodiment of the 
social, McNay argues that it is the responsibility of academics to draw attention to 
inequality and oppression as the oppressed are often unable to speak for 
themselves.  

Implications for widening participation practices 
What might the verification of equality contribute to how we ‘do’ widening 
participation? While Ranciere is critical of an explicative logic, his focus on 
performativity points to pedagogical practices as potential sites for social change and 
transformation. I propose that taking equality as a starting point rather than a goal to 
be achieved provides a useful contribution to how we might conceive widening 
participation and what this makes possible. A performative approach enables a move 
beyond theorising education as the route to emancipation, which underpins much 
widening participation discourse.  

Using the themes of power, subjectivity and social justice, Burke (2012) argues that 
the prevailing discourses in HE of employability, skills enhancement and economic 
competitiveness work to erase issues of exclusion, inequality and misrecognition. 
Drawing on Fraser’s work on social justice and the notion of parity of participation, 
she provides an insightful analysis of widening participation policy and practice in the 
UK. According to Fraser, misrecognition occurs ‘when institutions structure 
interaction according to cultural norms that impede parity of participation’ (cited in 
Burke, 2012, 179). Burke argues that Fraser’s theory of social justice highlights the 
need for widening participation strategies that focus on challenging institutional and 
departmental cultural values and social practices, rather than ‘remedial approaches 
to regulate and ‘correct’ the (working class) candidate’s taste...’ (ibid.,180). Fraser’s 
concept of participatory parity underpins Burke’s (2012, 184) claim that ‘pedagogical 
practices are thus deeply implicated in the processes and politics of recognition and 
misrecognition’. She argues that attention needs to be paid to relations of power and 
‘to who participates in developing educational policies and practices, meaning-
making and knowledge production and who is represented and/or silenced in 
pedagogical processes, relations and practices’ (Burke, 2012, 152). While Burke and 
Ranciere both point to pedagogical practices as problematic, Ranciere’s 
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performative approach avoids a ‘mode of thinking preoccupied with uncovering 
hidden truths’ (McNay, 2014, 146).  

Ranciere enables a move beyond a normalising framework implicit in much 
recognition theory (Bingham and Biesta, 2010; Burke, 2012; McNay, 2008). The only 
normative position he advocates is the verification of equality and a reconfiguring of 
the master-learner relationship. This enables a move beyond the fixed identities of 
academic (master) and student (novice) and an opening up to other ways of being. 
While McNay (2014) criticises his political approach as ‘socially weightless’ and 
‘romantic’, the approach enables Ranciere to avoid a problem common to 
recognition theories whereby only the academic (Master) understands the truth of 
oppression. It is an approach that enables attention to be directed to academic and 
students experiences and ‘the distribution of the sensible’ (what it is possible to think, 
say and do) without fixing experience using the language of identity (Simons and 
Masschelein, 2010). In other words, it is an approach that affirms ‘an essential 
instability of experience’ (Hallward, 2005, 27).  

A Rancierian view enables widening participation in HE to be understood as a space 
for the verification of equality by interrupting the distribution of the sensible in terms 
of who can be at HE (and by implication, who can be a ‘thinker’). It is in this sense 
that widening participation is an inherently political space and a project of radical 
democracy. Through refusing to be positioned as ‘non-academic’, widening 
participation students demand equality, and in so doing create new modes of 
subjectivity. It is an assumption of equality by widening participation students that I 
propose creates much of the tension in HE as it fundamentally disrupts the position 
of ‘the academic’. 

A Rancierian view enables the possibility of HE as other than a site of reproduction 
and misrecognition. For example, the learning spaces in HE can be reimagined as 
spaces where multiple experiences are able to bump into each other rather than 
spaces for the exclusion of experience and consolidation of oppression. This is a 
different view to that provided in Fraser’s account of misrecognition, which, in 
focusing on macroeconomic factors in an attempt to objectively explain oppression, 
suggests subjective experience is not to be trusted. The academic ‘master’ is still 
present in this institutional account of oppression. However, Ranciere’s call for the 
verification of quality requires the removal of ‘mastery’ and an explicative logic.  

The verification of equality raises difficult questions for academics, particularly in 
regard to assessment practices, but also in regard to teaching academic literacies. 
While Burke importantly points to these practices as problematic and offers insightful 
recommendations as to how academia might be done differently, I propose that the 
current regulative framework of assessment works to reaffirm the master-novice 
relationship. Therefore, even assessment practices with the intent of enhancing 
learning in HE, such as assessment for learning techniques, can be understood as 
part of a logic of explication. For example what is the work performed by formative 
assessment where: ‘some good points but this is how your work could be 
developed’, is a common remark? Is this not part of the constant delay in education, 
of which Ranciere is critical, which works to reaffirm ‘the master’ and ‘the novice’? 
Can assessment ever be used as a way of disrupting hierarchy and verifying 
equality? Is it enough to discuss the work performed by assessment in HE: the ways 
it orders, regulates and gives one a seemingly natural place (Pryor and Crossouard, 
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2008)? To examine where the current assessment regime comes from and why the 
academy needs to regulate through assessment? Or is this simply reaffirming 
inequality? 

Similarly, what work does teaching academic literacies perform? Is this also another 
act of explication which assumes inequality and deficit whereby the explicator leads 
the student to understanding? Again, this seems to reinforce the ongoing delay 
associated with higher level study and implicit in the notion of level 4 to level 8 study 
in the academy in the UK. Does learning the rules of the game imply assimilation 
and is it the instantiation of what Fraser refers to as status subordination? Rather 
than preparing students for a terrain where Mastery prevails, how might we change 
that terrain and the existing distribution of the sensible? Or can teaching academic 
literacies be reframed as widening participation students demanding equality and full 
access to the position of ‘the academic’?  

Furthermore, how can one enact equality within the curriculum when there will 
always be something and someone left out? Although important, do we need to do 
more than just extend the canon? And is drawing attention to Mastery in the 
curriculum enough? Does the recognition that some (many?) knowledges and 
experiences are missing work to reaffirm inequality? A technique offered by 
Ranciere, via Jacotot, is the act of storytelling or recounting: ‘The very act of 
storytelling, an act that presumes in its interlocutor an equality of intelligence rather 
than an inequality of knowledge, posits equality, just as the act of explication posits 
inequality’(Ross in Ranciere, 1991, xxii). We poor do not need an explicator to lead 
us to the correct meaning and ‘the truth’. Engaging with academic material in ways 
other than lectures enables space to be made for other knowledges, including 
knowledge gained through experience. For example, discussion groups enable 
people to engage with material in relation to their own experience, while at the same 
time making space for the experience of others in the group. The inherent 
arbitrariness of language provides Ranciere (and me) with hope as it disrupts the 
possibility of ever fixing ‘the real’ (Bingham and Biesta, 2010). 

In summary, while McNay may critique Ranciere’s political approach as ‘romantic’ 
and disattached from the social, I propose that universities can provide a space for 
refusing to take up the position one is assigned in the social order, for both 
academics and students. Rather than assuming a master-novice relationship, the 
verification of equality enables different ways of being to come into view. Education 
spaces no longer need to be conceived only as sites for the reproduction of social 
norms and hegemonic ways of thinking or as spaces where, through careful 
guidance by a Master explicator, one is able to eventually recognise their domination 
by the powerful. A Rancierian notion of emancipation provides an alternative to the 
logic that education is the means for arriving at ‘the truth’. If explication and Mastery 
continue to prevail in the academy, then equality remains something for the future, 
something to strive for but always ‘just a little further along’. 

Notes 
1‘The poor’ is used by Ranciere as a generic term for oppressed groups. 
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Queer spiritual paths and transformative learning: 

what adult educators can learn from coming-out 

stories 

Brenda Hattie, Mount Saint Vincent University, and Brenda Beagan, 
Dalhousie University, Canada 

Introduction 
Coming out narratives of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer (LGBTQ) 
individuals whose sexual/gender identity is at odds with deeply ingrained religious 
beliefs provide a unique opportunity to explore the transformation processes 
involved, and internal and external factors that help resolve significant states of 
conflict/cognitive dissonance. This paper uses transformative learning theory (TL) to 
analyze how a diverse group of LGBTQ individuals on the East Coast of Canada 
reconfigured self-identities and religious/spiritual identities during the coming out 
process.  
 
LGBTQ religion, gender and identity 
Religion is understood to be communal, and is associated with traditional beliefs, 
practices and organizations; ‘spirituality’ is more individualistic, self-defined, and 
about transcendence, wholeness, and the sacred (Hill and Pargament, 2008).  

The majority of mainstream religions continue to be oppressive, discriminatory 
environments for LGBTQ people, causing profound psychological and emotional 
harm to many (Bowers, Minichiello and Plummer, 2010; Hattie and Beagan, 2013). 
Effects include low self-esteem, guilt, shame, depression, anxiety, fear of damnation, 
feelings of worthlessness and inadequacy, and suicidal ideation (Barton, 2010; Dahl 
and Galliher, 2009; 2012). Many leave their religious environments in order to assert 
their sexual identities, but the leave-taking is often reluctant, prolonged, painful and 
complicated. 
 
Religious beliefs strongly shape identities of LGBTQ people who are devoted to their 
religion (Bowers, Minichiello and Plummer, 2010). Religious communities that 
consider homosexuality immoral pose challenges for those who wish to remain 
within their religious tradition. Same-sex attractions can provoke feelings of shame, 
confusion, anger, sadness, aloneness, anxiety, inauthenticity, and the feeling that 
one is sexually deviant (Levy and Reeves, 2011; Wolkomir, 2006). Many LGBTQ feel 
betrayed by their bodies (Bowers, Minichiello and Plummer, 2010; Coyle and Rafalin, 
2000). Same-sex attractions may be rationalized as evidence of unmet physical and 
emotional needs, mental illness, or weakness, or attributed to negative events, such 
as sexual abuse or deficits in parenting (Tan, 2004; Wolkomir, 2006). Many continue 
to identify with their religious identity, while denying their sexual identity, putting them 
at risk of depression and suicide (D’Augelli, Hershberger and Pilkington, 2001; 
Schuck and Liddle, 2001).  
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LGBTQ people try to resolve identity conflicts by denying sexual/gender identity, 
denying religious identity, compartmentalizing the two, or integrating the two 
(Rodriguez and Oulette, 2000; Garcia, Gray-Stanley and Ramirez-Valles, 2008; 
Ganzevoort, van der Laan and Olsman, 2011; Schoor, 2006). The processes 
involved in integrating the two needs to be better understood.  
 
Transformative learning 
TL involves a change process that transforms frames of reference, which are defined 
by Mezirow (1997, 5) as ‘the structures of assumptions through which we understand 
our experiences’ which ‘selectively shape and delimit expectations, perceptions, 
cognition, and feelings’. Transformation, which may occur abruptly or incrementally, 
involves critically examining assumptions to form new meaning, and generally 
follows a ten phase process:   
 

1. A disorienting dilemma. 2. Self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or 
shame. 3. A critical assessment of assumptions. 4. Recognition that one’s 
discontent and the process of transformation are shared. 5. Exploration of options 
for new roles, relationships, and actions. 6. Planning a course of action. 7. 
Acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans. 8. Provisional trying 
of new roles. 9. Building competence and self-confidence in new roles and 
relationships. 10. A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated 
by one’s new perspective. (Mezirow 2000, 22) 

 
At the heart of transformative learning is a ‘disorienting dilemma’, a realization that 
what one has been believing no longer makes sense. The disorienting dilemma 
seems a theoretically fruitful way to explore the impact of coming out and to 
understand the identity conflict that can arise for LGBTQ people with strong 
religious/spiritual beliefs. Yet it is not clear why that process of transformation 
happens for some and not others, nor why it is sometimes incremental and 
sometimes abrupt. An analysis of the processes leading up to perspectival shift can 
reveal the kinds of changes that took place and why, the context in which a shift 
occurred, and the factors that helped facilitate the transformation.  
 
The context 
The study took place in Nova Scotia, on the East Coast of Canada. Canada has 
advanced human rights; discrimination has been prohibited under the federal Charter 
of Rights and Freedoms since 1985. In 1995, sexual orientation was added to the 
prohibited grounds for discrimination, and same-sex marriage was legalized in 2005 
(Canadian Human Rights Commission, 2010). Federal commitments to 
multiculturalism and to freedom of religion have been in place for decades, though 
the country remains decidedly Christian in character. The majority of Canadians now 
support same-sex marriage (Ipsos-Global Advisor, 2013). Efforts are ongoing 
federally to add gender identity to the prohibited grounds for discrimination 
(Openparliament, 2015).  
 
About the research  
This paper focuses on 17 of 35 individuals interviewed for a larger study; they were 
selected due to the intensity of their religious involvement and the significant 
struggles they experienced in coming to terms with their sexual identities. 
Participants ranged from 28-65 and included lesbian, gay, bisexual and queer 
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identities. Semi-structured interviews were used to explore participants’ sexual and 
gender identity; faith tradition; spiritual path; practices or beliefs; sense of spiritual 
self and relationship to religion; and how those things may have changed over time.   
Participants were recruited through local LGBTQ networks. Efforts were made to 
ensure diversity in terms of sexual orientation, gender identity, age, ethnicity, 
relationship to organized religion when growing up, and current affiliations. Targeted 
recruitment helped to address gaps in representation.  
 
Interviews lasting 1-3 hours were audio recorded after obtaining consent. They were 
transcribed verbatim, and participants were assigned pseudonyms. Interviews were 
coded using Atlas/ti software, and codes were developed collaboratively by the 
team. Analysis was conducted by reading and rereading transcripts, by comparing 
across participants, and exploring potential patterns by demographic differences. 
Interpretive description was used, which aims to understand how and when 
individuals experience shifts or changes in perceptions and worldviews in response 
to new information and experiences (Thorne, 2008).  
 
Results 
The results have been organized using Mezirow’s stages of TL as an analytic 
framework. However, five prominent themes also emerged during analysis, so the 
results are also organized by these themes. 
 
Disorienting dilemma – ‘I think I’m gay’ 
A few recognized very young that they were different – aged 7 or 8 years – but most 
came to this awareness in puberty. Given they all had intense involvement in their 
religious traditions, this was indeed a disorienting dilemma. Most participants pushed 
their feelings aside, refusing to deal with them until they were in their late teens or 
twenties. A few suppressed their feelings until they were well into their 30s, 40s or 
50s.  
 
‘Keeping up appearances’: Repression, coping, and negative emotions 
Mezirow’s phase two involves self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or 
shame. Some participants engaged in self-examination, others avoided it due to 
potential consequences. Most experienced a phase of ‘keeping up appearances’ in 
order to avoid scrutiny, including their own, by burying themselves in work, family, 
church or substance abuse. Some people were stuck in phase two for years or 
decades. 
 
Critically assessing assumptions 
At some point, before, during or after their precognition of same-gender attraction, 
participants began to engage in internal dialogues, critical reflection, and questioning 
– Mezirow’s phase three. Sometimes, this questioning began in youth. At age 11, 
Sam ‘started consciously questioning Catholicism and Christianity, in part because it 
didn’t hold any meaning for me,’ and because it ‘doesn’t make sense to me.’ Lee-
Anne began questioning Catholic doctrines about sexuality as she was becoming 
aware of her sexuality: ‘It’s like, you can’t even masturbate. I’m like, “So what you’re 
saying is, I’m required to let somebody else know my body before I do?” No. That’s 
just not going to happen.’ Kyle began questioning his beliefs after being confronted 
by his pastor and leaving his church: ‘Is this really how I think? Or was this 
something I was told to think?’  
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For most, significant shifts occurred shortly after leaving home. The change in 
context enabled a questioning of deeply held assumptions. Sam questioned the ‘idea 
of requiring…a minister or a priest as the mediator between you and the divine…that 
never made sense to me.’ The distance from family also provided space to question 
and critique. Amani ‘didn’t want any family around… I wanted to figure it out on my 
own, without anyone pressuring me…I felt like I should learn and figure myself out.’ 
Sarah moved to the East Coast where ‘there’s no baggage, there’s no family… I 
gotta make my life, I gotta figure it out by myself.’ Encountering different worldviews, 
through education and/or meeting new people, provoked examination of 
assumptions. Clare loved philosophy class: ‘It was completely liberating that there 
was a whole new way to see the world. I didn’t feel threatened; I felt excited.’  
 
Exodus and exile: shared experiences and new possibilities 
Mezirow’s fourth and fifth stages are recognizing that one’s discontent and the 
process of transformation are shared, and exploring options for new roles, 
relationships, and actions. For our participants this was often tied to going away, 
where they began to abandon old constructs. Instrumental in this process was 
finding like-minded community, which aligns with Mezirow’s assertion of the 
importance of an affirming community for gaining confidence in the new perspective, 
in acting based on new perspective and identity, and habits of mind. 
 
Whether they went to university, or moved to a new city, meeting new people 
provided spaces in which to accept LGBTQ identities and come out. Amani met 
affirming friends at university, Lee-Anne began sailing on tall ships where she found 
people who were ‘very accepting of the LGBT community’, Cathy and Clare travelled 
to the West Coast where they found a supportive LGBTQ community. Four 
participants came out after leaving marriages, and another, after leaving his church. 
All sought other LGBTQ individuals and began to rebuild their lives. Some sought 
others who had integrated LGBTQ identity and spirituality. Three attended 
Metropolitan Community Church (MCC), an LGBTQ affirming organization, after 
leaving their faith traditions, and one found an LGBTQ-affirming Baptist church.  

Others explored spirituality in more individual ways. Sylvie attended a ‘gay church’ 
briefly, where she met other lesbians at a women’s retreat. It was a ‘core weekend 
that branched out into the rest of my life’, as these women became friends. Bernie 
attended a large gathering of two-spirit individuals from North America and Mexico, 
that he described as ‘magical’ and ‘life changing’: ‘I’d never seen so many gay 
Indians in one spot…it was amazing.’ When Daniel connected with gay Christians, 
first online, then in person, he felt he ‘could just be, with these people. It was 
beautiful.’  
 
Integrating and reintegrating new possibilities 
Mezirow’s sixth and seventh stages (planning a course of action, and acquiring 
knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans) were not exactly evident in 
participant narratives. This seemed to be because planning action and acquiring new 
knowledge happened through connecting with new LGBTQ and spiritual 
communities, finding new role models, and exploring new options. Mezirow’s final 
three stages are: provisional trying of new roles; building competence and self-
confidence in new roles and relationships; and reintegrating into one’s life on the 
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basis of conditions dictated by new perspectives. These appeared differently in 
participants’ lives. Some were still coming to terms with LGBTQ identities, and were 
actively grieving losses. These participants were not yet in the final three stages of 
transformation.  
 
Most participants were trying on new roles and possibilities, though this was not 
necessarily a linear process. Some people circled back through stages over time. 
Some were exploring new options through organized religions. Quincy sought an 
affirming church that met his spiritual needs, and where he could be involved in 
active service:  
 

My spiritual life is about service and there’s nothing as powerful and enlivening 
and as confirming of the presence of God, and the power of God in our lives... like 
standing in the pulpit and being the conduit of the holy spirit, declaring the gospel 
to his people. 

 
Will, too, was exploring multiple churches, but also was building ‘a Christian 
household’ with his partner, through prayer and bible study at home.  
 
Some participants had explored other spiritual options prior to coming out. Beth and 
Melanie had come out as LGBTQ after discovering and embracing Buddhism. They 
felt compelled by teachings about living the truth, and compassion for themselves. 
These helped them to integrate LGBTQ identities more fully, while embracing a 
spiritual path. Sam explored numerous spiritual traditions before embracing 
paganism, which has been critical to helping him through several life challenges.   
 
Three people attended MCC en route to finding their own spiritual identities. After 
rejecting the Catholic Church, Bernie and his partner began attending MCC: ‘This 
was an answer for me… ‘cause there’s no other two spirit events. I used it as a 
crutch, (laugh) I guess, to get my spiritual side going.’ He now follows a two-spirit 
native spiritual path through daily personal rituals.   
 
Sarah had also explored MCC for a while, after leaving her ethno-religious 
community in her 20s: 
 

It was familiar but accepting…here were all these queer people singing. So that 
was neat. It’s neat too because, you know, the pain of rejection that so many 
people have experienced and then to go to the church with the same elements of 
the faith or the belief system and then be welcomed and celebrated, you know… 

She eventually abandoned Christianity altogether. Ross also attended MCC when he 
left the Catholic Church, but gradually stopped attending, eventually becoming an 
atheist. For all three, MCC allowed them to try on new relationships with spirituality. 

Some participants felt quite lost after leaving religious traditions, but gradually 
discovered their own deeply-held, intrinsic beliefs. They explored new ways of 
relating to spirituality, creating an individualized path, often linked to communion with 
nature. As Peter said: 
 

I have exactly the same beliefs I had all my life… But there’s no mediator. There’s 
no church telling me what, how I connect with Him. It’s so liberating... yes, there’s 



242 
 

a God, but I see it in so many different things. Just sitting on a chair and letting the 
sun shine on my face, that feeling, such a spiritual experience, nature, water 
especially, the ocean. I think I’m as close to God as anywhere on earth as sitting 
on a rock and just hearing the water. 

For some participants, the integration of new perspectives was a cyclical process.  
Kyle, for example, still held considerable anger toward his former church, but had 
begun attending a different denomination, calling it an ‘experiment, I guess, going 
back into religion, baby steps.’ After leaving the Catholic Church in her early 20s, 
Cathy explored Buddhism, yoga, paganism and others, before settling into an 
individualized mix of pagan beliefs. Then, in her mid-30s, she began re-visiting 
Catholicism: ‘I realized slowly that it’s really important to me. And I just feel messed 
up about it.’ Sarah had left her religion in her 20s yet in her early 50s found herself 
starting to attend church services in other denominations, primarily for the sacred 
music. Lastly, Clare had abandoned any form of organized religion decades earlier, 
yet found in her early 50s she was seeking ritual: ‘That has not been replaced in my 
life and I certainly do miss that a lot. There’s a lot of comfort in the familiar, and you 
know, ritual….can be very comforting and very anchoring in times of uncertainty.’ 
She felt challenged to discern how to raise children without the moral guidance of a 
faith tradition.  
 
Discussion 
TL is a useful analytic framework for exploring coming out narratives. Almost all the 
stages delineated by Mezirow are evident in these narratives, beginning with the 
disorienting dilemma, followed by a self-examination, a critical assessment of 
assumptions, and the exploration and possible integration of options for new roles, 
relationships, and actions.  
 
Our analysis indicates that critical reflection and questioning of assumptions did not, 
in and of itself, bring change. Engagement with like-minded others – community – 
was an essential component, providing role models and enabling participants to 
consider and try on new roles, identities and ways of thinking and being. Yet, this did 
not happen until participants had first moved away from old contexts – family, 
community, religious environment, a marriage – that reinforced old patterns of 
thinking and behaving. Only in new contexts could they begin to embrace LGBTQ 
identities. New, LGBTQ-positive communities nurtured and enabled transformation. 
Encountering different worldviews, whether meeting new people or taking a 
university class, also provoked an examination of assumptions and a revision of 
beliefs and values. It’s important to note that the affirming spaces participants 
located exist as a result of larger social and legal changes toward improved LGBTQ 
rights.  
 
What hindered transformation? 
The level of investment in their religious lives and communities hindered 
transformation for some. Having no social connections outside their religious 
communities meant limited role models and access to information.   
 
Fear, anger, guilt, and shame kept many stuck in prolonged periods of avoidance 
and repression, adopting various coping mechanisms, including substance abuse. 
Some successfully repressed same-gender attractions for decades. On the other 
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hand, a sense of inauthenticity and shame about hiding and lying drove some to 
finally come out, and their underlying religious values sometimes intensified the need 
to be honest. The role of affect in hindering or supporting transformation warrants 
further explication. Similarly, the impact of developmental stages warrants further 
attention. Many began their critical questioning in young adulthood, when their 
maturation, along with environmental changes, enabled them to think critically about 
the world. Integrating a developmental analysis would be beneficial.  
 
References 
Barton B (2010) ‘“Abomination”—Life as a Bible Belt gay’, Journal of Homosexuality, 
57, 4, pp. 465–484.  

Bowers R, Minichiello V and Plummer D (2010) ‘Religious attitudes, homophobia, 
and professional counseling’, Journal of LGBT Issues in Counseling, 4, 2, pp.70–91.  

Canadian Human Rights Commission (2010) Submission of the Canadian Human 
Rights Commission to the Standing Committee on Justice and Human Rights: Same 
sex marriages. [Online]. Available from http://www.chrc-
ccdp.ca/eng/content/submission-standing-committee-justice-and-human-rights-
same-sex-marriages.  

Coyle A and Rafalin D (2000) ‘Jewish gay men’s accounts of negotiating cultural, 
religious, and sexual identity: A qualitative study’, Journal of Psychology & Human 
Sexuality, 12, 4, pp.21–48. 

Dahl AL and Galliher RV (2009) ‘LGBTQ Young adult experiences of religious and 
sexual identity integration’, Journal of LGBT Issues in Counseling, 3, 2, pp.92–112.  

Dahl AL and Galliher RV (2012) ‘LGBTQ adolescents and young adults raised within 
a Christian religious context: Positive and negative outcomes’, Journal of 
Adolescence, 35, pp.1611–1618.  

D’Augelli AR, Hershberger SL, and Pilkington NW (2001) ‘Suicidality patterns and 
sexual orientation-related factors among lesbian, gay, and bisexual youths, Suicide 
and life-threatening behavior, 31, 3, pp. 250-264. 

Ganzevoort RR, van der Laan M and Olsman E (2011) ‘Growing up gay and 
religious. Conflict, dialogue, and religious identity strategies’, Mental Health, Religion 
& Culture, 14, 3, pp.209–222.  

Garcia DI, Gray-Stanley J and Ramirez-Valles J (2008) ‘“The priest obviously doesn’t 
know that I’m gay”: The religious and spiritual journeys of Latino gay men’, Journal of 
Homosexuality, 55, 3, pp.411–436.  

Hattie B and Beagan BL (2013) ‘Reconfiguring spirituality and sexual/gender identity: 
“It’s a feeling of connection to something bigger, it’s part of a wholeness”’, Journal of 
Religion & Spirituality in Social Work: Social Thought, 32, 3, pp.244–268.  

Hill PC and Pargament KI (2008) ‘Advances in the conceptualization and 
measurement of religion and spirituality: Implications for physical and mental health 
research’, Psychology of Religion and Spirituality, Suppl. 1, pp.3–17. 

Ipsos Global Advisor (2013) ‘Same-sex marriage: Citizens in 16 countries assess 
their views on same-sex marriage for a total global perspective’, [Online]. Available 
from: http://www.ipsos-na.com/download/pr.aspx?id=12795 [Accessed: 5th May, 
2015]. 



244 
 

Levy, DL and Reeves, P (2011) ‘Resolving identity conflict: Gay, lesbian, and queer 
individuals with a Christian upbringing’, Journal of Gay & Lesbian Social Services, 
23, 1, pp. 53-68. 

Mezirow J (1997) ‘Transformative learning: Theory to practice’, New Directions for 
Adult & Continuing Education, 74, pp.5-12. 

Mezirow J (2000) ‘Learning to think like an adult: Core concepts of transformation 
theory’ in J Mezirow & Associates (eds) Learning as transformation, San Francisco, 
CA, Jossey-Bass, pp. 3-33. 

Openparliament.ca (2015) Bill C-279: An Act to amend the Canadian Human Rights 
Act and the Criminal Code (gender identity). [Online]. Available from: 
https://openparliament.ca/bills/41-1/C-279/ [Accessed: 30th April, 2015]. 

Rodriguez EM and Ouellette SC (2000) ‘Gay and lesbian Christians: Homosexual 
identity integration in the members and participants of a gay-positive church’, Journal 
for the Scientific Study of Religion, 39, 3, pp. 333–347.  

Schnoor RF (2006) ‘Being gay and Jewish: Negotiating intersecting identities’, 
Sociology of Religion, 67, 1, pp.43–60.  

Schuck KD & Liddle BJ (2001) ‘Religious conflicts experienced by lesbian, gay, and 
bisexual Individuals’, Journal of Gay and Lesbian Psychotherapy, 5, 2, pp.63–82.  

Tan E (2004) ‘An exploratory study of the attributions made by individuals who 
experience same-sex attraction’, Dissertation Abstracts International, 65, 3-B, 
p.1600. 

Thorne S (2008) Interpretive description, Walnut Creek, Left Coast Press. 

Wolkomir M (2006) Be not deceived: The sacred and sexual struggles of gay and ex-
gay Christian men, Brunswick, Rutgers University Press. 

  



245 
 

Back to top 

 

Improvised music Leeds: a case study in adult 
education 

Paul Hession, University of Leeds, UK 

Introduction 
This paper is an empirical piece of research taking the form of a case study of a 
community music workshop that ran from 1996 to 2000 in inner-city Leeds. Of the 
regular participants, which was typically a group of fourteen, five were female and 
nine male. The participants’ ages spanned five decades ranging from those in their 
twenties to others in their sixties and the level of prior musical experience varied 
from beginners to music graduates. Low course fees were maintained throughout; 
the workshops being funded equally by Yorkshire Arts and Leeds Leisure Services 
as part of a Community Development programme.  
 
Project background and context 
I am a musician (drummer) working mainly in the genres of jazz and European Free 
Improvisation (EFI) and I was motivated to run music workshops from the mid 
nineteen-eighties as a way to try to develop some grass-roots activity in my home 
town and unearth musicians who might be future potential collaborators. A key 
influence was the developing Community Music movement which was broadly 
aligned with socialist ideals and encouraged inclusivity and open access. 
 

Community music may be understood as an approach to active music making and 
musical knowing outside of formal teaching and learning situations. (It) is an   
intentional intervention, involving skilled music leaders, who facilitate group music- 
making experiences in environments that do not have set curricula (Higgins, 
2012). 

 
In fact, I chose a very particular music that is quite abstract, eschews conventional 
rhythmic grooves and which requires adherence to unambiguous guidelines, while 
giving the musicians great freedom to express themselves within agreed parameters.   
 
Although Leeds is a bustling, confident metropolis, as one of ‘the provinces’ it suffers 
from the migration of ambitious musicians to the capital, where there is an 
established community of like-minded fellow travellers. My own circumstances led 
me to stay in the north, as I had a young family and I could not uproot them for an 
uncertain future in London. I worked with a handful of like-minded players to develop 
an improvised music scene in Leeds; building on the work done by Leeds Musicians’ 
Collective in the seventies, organising and playing many concerts at the Termite 
Club (promoting improvised music since 1983) and I first inaugurated a series of 
music workshops for the Workers’ Educational Association at the Swarthmore 
Centre, Leeds in 1985. This ran for three years during which time I devised 
strategies to teach based on a deconstruction of my own methods and use of the 
ideas of drummer/educator John Stevens (Stevens, 1985). 
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Improvised Music Leeds (IML) 
IML was founded by me and two other musicians in 1996. The plan was to run 
regular blocks of weekly workshops led by myself, prior to the final session in each 
series being led by an invited guest musician, in preparation for a public concert the 
following evening. Funding meant that high-profile musicians could be invited to work 
with the ensemble. IML existed for four years on a regular basis at Galway Mills, 
Holbeck (an industrial area south of the River Aire) with concerts taking place 
upstairs at The Adelphi public house. The geographical location of these events 
gave them a gritty atmosphere that many participants remembered fondly and this 
was crucial to their success. 
 
Mature, amateur and many working class musicians often do not have access to the 
traditional conservatoire system of music education, therefore a group of this kind, 
meeting in informal settings (a piano warehouse in an industrial area of the city), was 
widely deemed to be an adventure as well as a stimulating, learning experience. 
 

Community music is an expression of cultural democracy and musicians who work 
within it are focused on the concerns of making and creating musical opportunities 
for a wide range of people from many cultural groups. (They) have been reliant on 
the erratic world of grant aid, project funding and volunteering.  This economic 
platform has created a landscape of professional insecurity and resulted in the 
majority of community musicians assuming a freelance employment status. Due 
to economic limitations of self-employment, community musicians needed to 
secure dependable income and jobs in order to pursue their objectives. Dictated 
by the capitalist imperative, practitioners developed a rich tapestry of practical 
projects but found it difficult to find time and space to critically reflect. (Higgins, 
2012, my italics). 

 
My motivation to make a case study of IML after a hiatus of nearly twenty years, 
started with my decision to undertake studies (M.Mus) at the University of Leeds in 
2010 at the age of fifty-three and my subsequent PhD study. I finally found time and 
space to critically reflect!   
 
Case study 
I must stress that this study is from a very personal standpoint, as I inaugurated and 
ran the workshops. Apologies are offered for the perhaps too personal nature of the 
account. 
 
The circumstances that led to the establishment of IML were quite specific to the 
location of an old mill in an industrial area south of the river in Leeds. Holbeck has a 
history that evolved with the industrial revolution. The buildings are predominantly 
large mills, many of which are now dilapidated and some of them have grand 
architectural features, such as one based on the Egyptian temple at Edfu (Marshall’s 
Mill). Galway Mills is one such edifice, though not as grand as some, it is a solid 
stone, brick and cast iron structure that is quite imposing in its own way. I 
constructed a workshop/studio space on the top floor, which was sub-let from 
Besbrode Pianos, who stored hundreds of pianos over four floors in various states of 
playability.  
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One of my reasons for having a space in which to work was a history of hiring rooms 
for music workshops around the city (West Yorkshire Playhouse, The Pavilion, 
Swarthmore Centre) and being repeatedly asked to be quiet or move, despite the 
owners having advance notice of the projected sound levels. I had come to the 
conclusion that I needed a workspace isolated from dwellings, other study groups 
and audiences for plays. 
 
We determined from the start that funding was essential so that we could invite guest 
musicians to work with the group and, in order to comply with the funding criteria, we 
needed to form a committee of three people: a chairperson (myself), a secretary 
(Damien Bowskill) and a treasurer (Pete Malham). Damien and Pete were both 
musician friends who were keen to be involved with IML and offered to be committee 
members. 
 
We managed to secure equal funding from Yorkshire Arts and Leeds Leisure 
Services and had flyers printed which were distributed around Leeds: at concerts, 
libraries, music shops, record shops, theatres, colleges and community centres and 
also called on friends and acquaintances to spread the word as widely as possible. 
 
I had developed strategies for running music workshops from my early efforts for the 
WEA at the Swarthmore Centre. EFI is a very specific way of making music that has, 
at its core, an egalitarian philosophy of inclusivity and an approach which dispenses 
with traditional musical hierarchies, such as, sections (brass, woodwind, percussion, 
rhythm) and, despite the use of the word free, the players are not free to play 
absolutely anything – freedom in this context means that the music is free of 
traditional melody, harmony and rhythmic structure. It is an engagement with sound 
as a medium to create an abstract art music that can be very moving, at best, and 
cacophonous in other circumstances.  
  

Much activity that goes under the name of community music in Britain often 
embraces all musical styles and often concentrates on appropriated music from 
other cultures, such as Brazilian samba. I made no apology for my very specific field 
of activity and this was made clear from the start. 
 
The sessions would be typically six or eight weekly meetings on Wednesday 
evenings and the players were asked to arrange themselves into a circle, in typical 
community arts style. The circle is used as it works perfectly – everyone can see 
each other, all are equal and, if the players exercise sensitivity, all will be audible. 
 
I purposely went against musical orthodoxy by splitting apart similar instruments, 
such as saxophones, as there is a tendency for them (particularly male 
saxophonists) to engage in a musical arms-race (playing loud and dense passages 
to the exclusion of others). Interestingly, the guest leaders nearly always arranged 
the horns in sections, in the conventional sense. 
 

…adult educators recognised that adults often knew a great deal about the subject 
they had registered to study and so the teachers of adults had to develop new 
methods of teaching (Jarvis, 2014). 
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Many of my strategies were designed to make players listen closely to their fellow 
players and I deliberately paired unlikely instruments in duos that required restraint 
and high levels of control, such as a loud instrument (saxophone) with a quiet one 
(violin).  Responsibility was equally shared, as I also stressed that the quiet 
instruments needed to project to make themselves heard within the group. 
By putting myself forward as a teacher of this particular music, I had embarked on a 
steep learning-curve. From the beginning in 1985, I had no formal teacher-training 
and drew on my experience as a player, observations of other activity in this field 
and events taking place at that time, which were part of a social reaction to 
conservative political developments, specifically the Thatcher government’s policies. 
 
Societal changes from the nineteen-seventies, such as the growth of Feminism and 
activism tied to community empowerment led to small organisations forming to run 
classes such as this. Accessibility was reinforced by low course fees. 

 
Adult educators know that many of the liberal adult education subjects have not 
only been consigned to leisure time, they have been priced at such an exorbitant 
(level) that few people are able to afford to enrol in them (Jarvis, 2014). 

 
Feedback from participants 
In 2015 I contacted as many of the players as I could find (sadly one of the 
musicians, my good friend Pete Malham died in the interim) to recall their feelings 
and memories of the sessions. Initially my request was for recollections but I soon 
realised that a questionnaire would be more appropriate. I am here using a small 
sample of replies from Damien, Richard, Denis, Gloria and Nick. 
 
The questionnaire asked for their name, instrument played, how they found out 
about the sessions, about any previous musical experience, their age, their opinion 
of the premises (Galway Mills), their opinion of how the sessions were run and of the 
music and their thoughts about each of the guest leaders and whether their 
experience of these sessions had any impact on their subsequent musical 
endeavours. I asked them to feel free to elaborate about the workshops and the 
concerts and to send any photographs that they might have. I was gratified with the 
results and pleasantly surprised to receive several photographs, as this was before 
the widespread use of smartphones with cameras.   
 
Most attendees heard about the sessions by word-of-mouth from friends and 
acquaintances. At least two were told about them by a jazz animateur and others 
saw flyers in public places. 
 
All viewed meeting in the pub after the sessions as a valuable part of the evening: 
 

The pub… played an important part in terms of meeting before the workshop or 
going for a drink afterwards; providing a social context for getting to know the other 
members of the group. (Damien) 
 
Finding IML was a real relief, frankly – as much for the discussions over a pint in   
the Lord Nelson afterwards as for the group experience. (Richard) 
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The participants’ previous musical experience included playing ska/reggae, modern 
jazz, classical violin repertoire, community big band, improvisation, jazz funk, blues 
and two of their number were music college students (jazz course). 
 
Damien expressed his opinion that the influence of IML extended beyond the 
workshops and concerts: 

Jem Dobbs started coming to the workshop groups…and brought with him a 
number of people from the Bassa Bassa group who were interested in extending 
their improvising. There were other subgroups as well that grew out of the IML 
groupings that I wasn’t part of. I remember seeing an improvising group once and 
you could hear Paul’s IML group in there, so I think people walked away from the 
IML with a lot of information and techniques which is still out there. 

 
Denis was one respondent who clearly valued the friendships he made at the 
sessions: 
 

I suppose the main feeling I had about IML was one of camaraderie. It was always    
a great atmosphere, more like a musical commune. I have said before that I had  
some of the best times ever at the top of that old warehouse! The gigs were great 
too of course. I had never thought I would get the chance to play with any of those 
visiting musicians, after all I only started playing the alto when I was 54 in 1990 
after seeing David Murray at Brecon (Jazz Festival). 

 
Here, Denis talks about one of the guest musicians who had a particular impact: 
 

Some stand out more than others, like Phil Wachsmann. He was such a refined    
guy, not at all the kind of person I met normally. I remember the gig we did with him 
and playing Stockhausen's Set Sail For The Sun… well a version of it anyway. It 
was so intense, like a musical meditation. 

 
Gloria, a regular attendee, also expressed her feelings thus: 
 

The camaraderie of like-minded musicians was good. We all communicated   
together well and pooled together as a unit. There were no apparent personality  
clashes. 

 
Although, she was slightly uncomfortable in the quite severe industrial surroundings: 
 

The location at Galway Mills was interesting, but a bit of a trek up all those stairs   
with a heavy instrument to carry. It is not somewhere where I would feel safe to   
attend on my own at night, as it was not very well lit and the area was not very 
salubrious. 

 
Richard, then a young music college student expressed his frustration with his 
college experience: 
 

Up till then my musical experiences were predominantly improvisation, Jazz, 
Ska/Reggae and African music. Music college was uniformly awful and hugely    
depressing – seemingly designed to drive people away from music. I couldn’t    



250 
 

relate to any of my peers, who all seemed victim to deeply questionable drives for   
musical recognition, as clones of prior musical fortunates.  

 
But he seemed to find stimulation at IML: 
 

The session leader was deeply committed to improvised music and often managed 
to communicate this passion to the group. Frequently the group playing was 
analysed, usually to examine the sensitivity and musical courage or honesty that 
had been displayed (or not). 
 
Not only did I determine to continue to play as often as possible in large 
improvising ensembles (which I’d not had the fortune to experience before, as a 
player), but I carried on enjoying playing with combinations of players from 
different disciplines and ‘abilities’, and I felt that these workshops confirmed my 
belief in improvisation as generally being the way forward and the prime node 
(which up till then I’d not had much chance to put into practise with many other 
players). 

 
His replies confirm my belief in inter-generational learning as a positive force. At IML 
he was playing with and relating to other musicians, some of whom were of his 
parents’ and grandparents’ generations. 
 
Nick, a young musician whose group subsequently went on to be quite successful 
offered this comment, which made me smile: 
 

Just a really enjoyable, affirming experience overall. It was great to play with a 
large number of different musicians with different backgrounds/instruments/ ideas. 
I remember fondly, one gig, playing my ¾ size crap out of tune violin, stood 
alongside a classically trained violinist and not feeling at all out of my depth! 

 

Lifelong learning 
As a mature student I have become something of an evangelist for lifelong learning, 
although I am aware that it is an imprecise term and debate goes on around the 
conflation of the words learning and education as well as the concept itself: 
 

…the concept of lifelong learning (a phrase that I have always felt was more  
empirically accurate than adult learning) while allowing for the distinctiveness of    
the learning that does occur in adult life.  Although I think it is wrong to argue that    
adulthood stands alone as a discrete, self-contained and separate stage of life, I 
do believe that there are forms of learning we engage in that are visible in a much 
more heightened form in adulthood as compared to childhood and adolescence 
(Brookfield, 2000). 

 
As the only child of working class parents, the artistic life to which I aspired was 
deemed impractical and I was encouraged to find work in a factory. I was determined 
to develop my musical skills and became a largely self-taught drummer. This led to a 
lifelong career and to my eventual decision to augment my performing work with 
teaching, despite my lack of formal preparation. I became a drum teacher of school-
age children at two music centres in West Yorkshire, as well as establishing and 
running music workshops in various locations. 
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My belief was that as a practitioner (musician), I should be able to instruct others in 
my subject. Of course, by underestimating the skill of the trained teacher, I learned 
some harsh lessons very quickly, but by learning by doing I gained confidence and 
developed strategies that were successful.  
 

One distinctive area in liberal adult education was the recognition that teaching 
adults required different skills to teaching children… (Jarvis, 2014) 

 

The constant encouragement of young and emerging talent is to be applauded, but it 
implies that only the new has real value. There are numerous cases of older people 
not realising their full potential, supported by assumptions that their learning capacity 
is diminished and that they are incapable of meeting the challenges of further 
learning and development (Desjardins and Warnke, 2012). Mature artists often hit a 
peak in later life, balancing years of experience with renewed vigour and the 
encouragement of lifelong learning, particularly inter-generational learning has 
benefits for the whole of society.   
 

Learning from living is another way of looking at lifelong learning and three    
different approaches to the study of learning through life and from life may be     
referred to here: biographical learning, experiential learning and learning from life    
itself. In fact, the basis of these is the assumption that life is a learning experience    
and, as Faure (1972) has argued, that we are always learning to be… (Jarvis, 
2014) 

 
Conclusion 
While considering these music workshops and my own experience as both an 
educator and mature student, the practice of critical reflection and the concepts of 
lifelong learning and intergenerational learning have dominated my thought 
processes.    
 
Entering into university life in my fifties made me aware of the practice of critical 
reflection, beyond that which I had used in my musical life up to that point. In this 
study, critical reflection was undertaken both by myself and the respondents, who 
kindly gave their time to reply. The reflections of the respondents were illuminating, 
as I discovered their thoughts and memories of events from almost twenty years 
ago. Their responses confirmed my belief that the activity of the group had been of 
some value and that it had made a lasting impression.  
 
I am aware that the concept of lifelong learning has a long history and that the idea 
of continued learning across the lifespan has many precedents, going back to 
antiquity. 
 

They appear in different guises in the work of Plato, in early Chinese philosophy 
and in the work of Comenius. They are implicit within a number of religions, 
notably the Jewish faith (Withnall, 2000). 

 
Withnall (2000, 293) also acknowledged the value of intergenerational recognition 
and reciprocity. Intergenerational learning is a great calming influence in a learning 
environment, as peer group pressure is diffused and the contrasting influences of 
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youthful vigour and life experience are beneficial, as the unique vantage points of 
each individual make for a balanced group dynamic. For the combination of 
participants described in this study, whose ages spanned five decades, it was, and 
is, all adult education and it never stops.    
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History, health and wellbeing: curriculum specific 
impact – a case study of ‘Place Detectives’

1
 

Sarah Holland, Sheffield Hallam University, England 

The positive links between adult community learning (ACL) and health and wellbeing 
are well documented. John Field’s (2009) work on adult learning and mental 
wellbeing has suggested strong empirical evidence of the impact adult learning has 
on improving mental health. Alun Hutchinson (2009, 101) explored the relationship 
between wellbeing and education, concluding that ‘happiness and wellbeing are 
critical issues in the provision of an engaging, inclusive education’. The Mental 
Health Foundation (2011) argued that adult learning had a positive and sustained 
impact on wellbeing. Other reports have reached similar conclusions about the 
relationship between adult learning and improved wellbeing (Sabates and 
Hammond, 2008; NIACE, 2009). 
  
Nevertheless, existing work tends to be highly generic or focuses on programmes of 
study embracing creativity, relaxation and healthy living. The links between subject 
specialisms such as history are less well defined, although frequently observed by 
practitioners. This paper provides evidence to demonstrate the impact of studying 
local history on the health and wellbeing of participants. The context for this research 
has been within the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA), a major provider of 
adult community education in the United Kingdom, with particular reference to history 
courses in the Yorkshire and Humber Region. The research focuses on a curriculum 
approach, ‘Place Detectives’, designed, delivered and evaluated by myself, and 
addresses both students with declared mental health issues and those attending 
general interest groups. It explores the relationship between ACL, history, 
pedagogical approach and mental health and wellbeing.   
 
I 
Well-being and mental health can be notoriously difficult concepts to define, 
especially regarding the impact of ACL. Both are associated with numerous different 
emotions and capabilities including confidence, optimism, happiness, contentment, 
self-esteem, emotional resilience, a sense of influence, social competences and 
positive social relationships (Mental Health Foundation, 2011; Huppert, 2009; Clark, 
2010). Wellbeing is not just an absence of illness and incapacity, but also having a 
sense of purpose and an ability to achieve personal goals and participate in society - 
the combination of feeling good and functioning effectively (Hutchinson, 2009). The 
role ACL can play in health and wellbeing is therefore potentially infinite.  
 
The impact of ACL is argued to be two-fold: economic and wider wellbeing, with 
economic factors indirectly affecting wellbeing (Field, 2009). Through the 
development of self-efficacy, confidence, autonomy, social competences, community 
engagement, resilience and a sense of agency, Field (2009) argues that ACL 
influences the behaviour and emotions that affect wellbeing. Sabates and Hammond 
(2008) identified a similar relationship between learning and wellbeing, citing greater 
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happiness, life satisfaction, self-esteem and self-efficacy as potential outcomes of 
adult learning. According to the Mental Health Foundation (MHF) (2011) adult 
learning can give direction to people’s lives, facilitate friendships, develop social 
networks, and improve confidence, optimism and self-esteem. The way in which 
adult learning engages people in society was of particular significance to 
Hutchinson’s work (2009) on the relationship between education and wellbeing. He 
argued that people flourish when they are engaged in a project and have a 
significant sense of meaningfulness in their lives.  
 
Social contact is consistently cited as critical to sustaining good mental health and 
wellbeing, with ACL creating opportunities to make new friends, meet new people, 
and in some instances reduce or overcome social isolation. This process of social 
contact also facilitates the development of social skills, mutual respect and trust, a 
willingness to learn from others and mechanisms for collaboration (Wertheimer, 
1997; Mather and Atkinson, 2003). ACL has also been linked with giving structure 
and purpose to everyday life, and a sense of hope and direction in life. Other positive 
impacts ascribed to adult learning include feeling empowered, becoming more 
assertive, acquiring a new identity as a learner and/or being viewed more positively 
by others, increased civic participation, and improved employment prospects 
(Wertheimer, 1997; Mather and Atkinson, 2003). 
 
The WEA’s own research into the impact of adult learning on employability, health 
and wellbeing and community engagement provides quantitative and qualitative data 
to demonstrate the importance of its work. The ‘Impact of WEA Adult Education’ 
report (2013) argued that WEA courses contribute to improved health and a healthier 
society. A previous report highlighted that ACL can assist in addressing mental 
health inequalities by promoting respect, self worth, social connectivity and a 
collective ethos (WEA, 2012, 2). Humanities courses specifically were found to 
promote wellbeing and happiness, citing social contact and active minds as 
particularly important, and that students became more enthusiastic about learning 
(WEA, 2013, 9 and WEA, 2008, 5). In addition, pedagogical approaches to ACL 
were identified as being important. By putting learners at the centre of the learning 
process they help people reflect on their position in society, take more control of their 
own lives, and become more able and confident to participate in their community – 
all of which are key aspects of well being and happiness (WEA, 2008).  
 
Despite this important body of research, the precise relationship between adult 
learning and mental health and wellbeing is still not fully understood (Sabates and 
Hammond, 2008; Field, 2009). Moreover, there is very little curriculum specific 
research into this relationship. As Field argued, ‘we know relatively little about the 
differential impacts of different types of adult learning: do particular types of learning 
programme, pedagogy and subject matter to the well-being of learners?’ (Field, 
2009, 7). This paper contributes to the on-going debate about the impact of adult 
learning on health and wellbeing by exploring the direct and indirect relationship 
between studying local history.  
 
II 
The study of local history is at the heart of ‘Place Detectives’, a curriculum approach, 
devised and implemented by the author of this paper. This pedagogical approach is 
student-centred, with an emphasis on enquiry based research, ‘getting out of the 
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classroom’ and being inclusive. It is important to acknowledge an awareness of the 
potential bias practitioner research could have on the findings and 
recommendations. Nevertheless, objectivity was of the upmost importance in the 
research process. Moreover, the insight a practitioner brings to research and the 
impact of research informed practice is of great importance in the field of education 
and training. Specifically, specialist knowledge and experience is of particular 
strength for curriculum development, and in this instance developing diversity in the 
history curriculum. 
 
The research sought to collect quantitative and qualitative data from key 
stakeholders – the students, practitioners, WEA, and partner organisations – in order 
to evaluate comparative impact. Data collection methods included using 
questionnaires and feedback, discussion and interviews, observation, learning 
journals, photos, blogging and case studies of specific courses and students. 
Different groups across the mental health spectrum were surveyed, in order to 
compare the impact of studying history on mental health and wellbeing within 
different contexts. This included work with groups where all participants had a 
declared mental health issue and general interest groups where the majority of the 
participants were retired. In accordance with the British Educational Research 
Association (BERA, 2011) guidelines, a number of ethical considerations were 
adhered to including voluntary informed consent, anonymization of data, 
safeguarding and minimizing bureaucracy.   
 
III 
Clear evidence emerged from the research that confirms the established links 
between ACL and improved health and wellbeing. This applied to both students with 
declared mental health issues and members of general interest groups, with all 
stating that the course had had a positive impact on their mental health and 
wellbeing. This broader perspective of the mental health spectrum demonstrates the 
importance of viewing wellbeing as not being merely the absence of illness, and has 
wider implications for approaches to ACL. Many of the reasons cited by students 
linked closely with existing research on the impact of adult learning on mental health 
and wellbeing (Sabates and Hammond, 2008; Field, 2009; Hutchinson, 2009; Mental 
Health Foundation, 2011). The development of social competences was a recurring 
theme in the feedback of students. As Hutchinson (2009) argued, developing social 
competences that promote satisfying and supportive relationships with others is 
important to good mental health and wellbeing.  
 
Social interaction was undoubtedly a key factor in this process. The desire to meet 
new people and make new friends was repeatedly stated as a reason for 
participating in ACL. Students commented on the importance of social interaction 
and friendship - behavioural and emotional factors that are key to reducing social 
isolation, and thus improving mental health and wellbeing. Students also described 
how they had gained confidence as a result of the course. For example, ‘when I first 
joined the course I was quite withdrawn but now I am more confident’ and ‘before 
starting the course I was lacking in confidence and anxious about mixing with other 
people but after doing the course I have really come out of my shell’. Through 
increased confidence, students became more resilient – another factor important for 
improved wellbeing and identified by a MH partner as being imperative when 
commissioning such courses. A direct impact of this is a reduction in the symptoms 
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of depression and anxiety, argued to be a result of ACL by the MHF (2011). Students 
commented on reduced stress and a reduction in social anxiety, and one student 
said that the course had helped with their depression. A common theme was having 
something else to focus on, which made them feel better.  
 
Even in general interest groups, where no mental health issues were specified, the 
importance of meeting people and keeping the mind active were highlighted. 
Comments included, ‘I have gained so much from the courses, both socially and 
mentally. I now have a more positive approach to life’ and ‘on retiring I quickly 
realised that I wasn’t ‘learning something new everyday’ as I did at work. Having 
worked with older people with anxiety/depression I also knew the benefits of 
expanding interests and knowledge, especially in group sessions’. 
 
IV 
The study of a specific subject, in this case local history, was also found to have a 
positive impact on mental health and wellbeing. This stemmed from participants 
developing specific and shared interests, and being with like-minded people. 
Students enjoyed the ‘shared knowledge’ experience and found it beneficial to be 
among others with the same interest. One student commented, ‘I have enjoyed the 
subject immensely’; whilst another talked about the feel good factor from trips down 
‘Memory Lane’. The subject focus was crucial to stimulating shared interests. 
Although another subject could have a similar effect, the collective experience of one 
subject is significant in this respect.  
 
The study of local history promotes a sense of belonging and the feeling of being 
more connected. A Mental Health partner commented that: 
  

people are so much more disconnected from their past these days and that surely 
has some impact on wellbeing. For ‘natives’ it's good to know your history and your 
environment - for people who have moved, whether it's across the country or 
across the world, that knowledge helps one to feel ‘at home’ and a sense of 
belonging. 

 
Developing a sense of place and identity was cited as having the potential to impact 
positively on wellbeing. Studying local history also fulfils a natural curiosity to find out 
more and understand the world around them. This specifically applied to the 
community in which they live and perhaps grew up in.  
 
The sources and processes involved with studying local history were also important. 
Old photos for example are very accessible visual sources that engage students. 
They are a stimulus for evoking happy memories. For example, students shared 
childhood memories of their experiences after we examined old photos of the historic 
market hall, which has since been demolished. Being able to compare and contrast 
the old pictures with the present day and personal experiences stimulated interesting 
discussions and enhanced the social interaction between students. One student 
specifically found that using old photos empowered them as a learner, commenting 
that: 
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“because I cant read, the photos were a valuable resource. I could compare 
streets in the past and in the present. It gave me confidence as I helped other 
people find pictures of their buildings”.  

 
Encouraging participation from students with low levels of literacy is particularly 
important within a mental health context, where many have had previously negative 
experiences of education. 
 
Interest in the subject matter stimulated engagement with learning, and cultivated 
positive attitudes to learning. This was further enhanced by the tactile approach the 
subject, which encouraged active participation in all activities. By creating the 
conditions in which the students took responsibility for and control over their learning, 
they displayed increasing confidence both in the classroom and socially. Through the 
shared interests being developed or discovered, friendships were formed and 
sustained. In addition, by studying the history of their local community, and working 
with others, the course increased community involvement, self awareness and 
awareness of others and the community.  
 
The relationship between history and wellbeing can be further evidenced through 
general interest groups. One student said, ‘WEA ‘Place Detectives’ was like opening 
a door to a new world. The positive effect on my mental health and wellbeing 
continues’. Friendship and shared interests were again cited as being important. One 
student said: ‘Its good to meet with people who share an interest’. Moreover, being 
able to share interests and enthusiasm with friends, family and especially 
grandchildren was found to be mutually beneficial and strengthened inter-
generational links. The impact of ACL in relation to life-changing events, which could 
impact negatively on mental health and wellbeing, was also highlighted by one 
student who said: 
  

Redundancy had a big impact on my confidence but I have always been interested 
in local history so I decided to make the best of the extra few time I had and 
enrolled on the course. This helped to keep me sane during one of the low points 
in my life…It gave me something interesting to talk about with my friends and 
helped to stop me feeling sorry for myself. 

 
Collective, common or shared experiences can be identified and communicated 
through the study of local history, which then form the basis for more positive 
relationships within families and communities. 
 
V 
‘Place Detectives’ provides evidence to suggest that pedagogical approach plays a 
role in the relationship between ACL and positive mental health and wellbeing. 
Central to this was the promotion of communal learning through participation in a 
group project, collaborative research processes, and a communal exhibition. 
Students enjoyed sharing what they had found out and working as a group to 
complete the research project. They commented on the benefits derived from 
working with others for a shared goal, identifying increased confidence and 
concentration as key outcomes. There was a strong sense of shared responsibility 
and of helping and supporting others. One student said ‘It’s made me feel apart of 
something within the group, in discussing about what we’re doing’ and that it ‘gives 
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you a feeling of worth, it builds your confidence and its good being part of a group – 
the social aspect is rewarding – you get different opinions and you can debate 
things’. These findings are very much akin to the work of Hutchinson (2009) who 
argued that people flourish when they are engaged in a project and have a 
significant sense of meaningfulness. The process of undertaking research about the 
history of the town and working with other people to stage an exhibition was a 
constructive context in which to achieve this. Moreover, the social interaction was 
based upon shared interests in local history, which allowed students to form 
friendships and develop social networks. 
 
The ‘Place Detectives’ approach is student-centred, with an emphasis on enquiry-
based learning. Students are encouraged to observe and discuss, and to create and 
contribute, which resulted in joint discoveries and peer supported learning. Students 
specifically commented that: 
 

‘Enjoyed the process of enquiry, it made the building and the people come alive. 
The process of learning becomes a very satisfactory exercise – but specifically 
that this helped to improve learning skills’  
‘It is satisfying to discover things, like a detective – the process is enjoyable – the 
more you find out the more you want to know’ 
‘helps focus my mind on one specific task and concentrate and achieve a goal’ 
‘I developed research skills’ 

 
Through active learning, ‘Place Detectives’ promotes inclusivity, engagement and 
motivation, and in the process changes the learners’ perceptions of learning. The 
sessions also generally took place outside the traditional classroom, either in the 
local studies library or the town itself, which promoted other beneficial health and 
wellbeing outcomes derived from walking, fresh air, discovering free community 
resources and connecting with the local community. The nature of historical enquiry 
therefore means that studying local history, and specifically the ‘Place Detectives’ 
approach, has a distinctive impact on health and wellbeing. 
 
VI 
This research supports the existing notion that ACL has a positive impact on mental 
health and wellbeing, both for students with declared mental health issues and for 
members of general interest groups, especially older learners. Key areas of impact 
associated with improved wellbeing and health were social interaction, developing 
interests, and the acquisition of knowledge and skills. Students specifically cited the 
learning process as being beneficial in reducing the symptoms of anxiety and 
depression. Whilst these correspond with the generic impact identified with all adult 
learning, it is evident that that studying history specifically helped to facilitate this. 
The focus on local history determined that specific interests were developed and that 
particular knowledge and skills were acquired. This gave both purpose and direction 
to learning and lives, and shared interests that became the foundation for meaningful 
friendships.   
 
The research also adds a subject specific and pedagogical dimension to the debate. 
The enquiry led approach of ‘Place Detectives’ encourages engagement, empowers 
students and increases confidence. Studying local history fosters a sense of identity 
and community amongst students, allowing them to understand their own lives in a 
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wider context by making links between the past, present and future. This both 
promotes self awareness and awareness of others and the wider community, and 
encourages community engagement as students feel more connected with the 
community. The subject is also a very visual one, which can empower students with 
lower levels of literacy. The research project and exhibition meant that students felt 
that were contributing to something meaningful, and benefited from the recognition of 
their achievements at the end.  
 
Despite strong evidence suggesting that local history courses do have a positive 
impact on the health and wellbeing of students, and that this is in part both due to 
subject and pedagogy, a cautionary postscript should be added. Firstly, it is difficult 
to determine the precise impact of ACL on mental health and wellbeing in isolation 
from other aspects of a students’ life. Certainly within the context of the study, time 
and resources prohibited a more comprehensive analysis of personal circumstances 
and the complex dynamics affecting students’ lives. Moreover, people have the 
capacity to move up and down the mental health continuum during their lives, and 
even within the duration of a course. For some, ACL will in fact cause difficulties by 
creating additional pressures. Therefore, although the students benefited from 
studying history, it is difficult to quantify this within the context of the whole person.  
 
Secondly, the findings are based on small case studies. Although the data accurately 
represents the experiences of the students who participated in the research process, 
they are not necessarily representative of all learners. Thirdly, it is incredibly difficult 
to discern subject specific impact as opposed to pedagogical approach as they are 
often intrinsically entwined. The learning environment, teaching style and approach 
to studying local history were all influential factors in creating beneficial outcomes. 
Ultimately this research only scratches the surface of a neglected area of adult 
learning: curriculum specific impact on health and wellbeing. As such it provides 
important indications of how studying local history affects the health and wellbeing of 
adult learners, and particularly how pedagogical approaches can affect this. The 
implications of this have the potential to be far reaching, raising questions about 
approaches to teaching history to people of all ages and engaging learners with 
declared mental health issues. It is hoped that this research will form the basis of 
future work on the relationship between curriculum specific adult learning and the 
impact on health and wellbeing.   
 
Notes 
1 This research was made possible due to the award of a research development 
fellowship from the University of Sunderland/SUNCETT and the Education and 
Training Foundation. 
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It’s all connected: College Connect – from policy to 
practice 

Robert Ingram and Yvonne Wayne, Glasgow Caledonian University, 
Scotland, UK 

Introduction 
The current Scottish Government’s commitment to lifelong learning was initially set 
out in the publication Skills for Scotland: A Lifelong Skills Strategy in 2007. The 
Strategy emphasised the government’s objective of improving transition and 
progression ‘between and through learning’ (Scottish Government, 2007). In the 
same year the Scottish Funding Council (SFC), the body that funds both the college 
and university sectors in Scotland, produced the first of their initiatives to support 
articulation. Since 2007 further policy steers have been introduced at an institutional 
and national level to enhance articulation routes within the changing post-
compulsory Scottish higher education (HE) landscape. More recently, in June 2013, 
the government’s Post-16 Education (Scotland) Bill was approved by the Scottish 
Parliament. The main policy thrust within the Act is to enhance the learner journey 
into and through HE in Scotland in order to increase efficiency, flexibility and to 
widen access to HE. One of its central proposals is to establish a joined-up system 
that enables learners to readily move between the college and university sectors. 
  
Within the context of a national lifelong learning policy framework, this paper 
discusses Glasgow Caledonian University’s (GCU) College Connect Strategy 2013-
2020. College Connect underlines GCU’s commitment to lifelong learning and the 
strategy adopts a holistic model of working both with staff and students to facilitate 
the transition between college and university. We will also present initial research 
findings evaluating the efficacy of College Connect, in particular students’ awareness 
of College Connect and the perceived benefits of Associate Student status. The 
findings will enable us to begin to ask whether the Strategy has the potential to 
eradicate the borderland between both sectors and support the establishment of a 
truly joined-up system of HE in Scotland. 

Overview of Articulation in Scotland 
The current SFC definition of articulation is: 
 

Students gaining entry into second year of a degree with a Higher National 
Certification (HNC) or to third year of a degree using a Higher National Diploma 
(HND) obtained in a college as an entry qualification (SFC, 2011, 7). 

Higher Nationals (HNs) are designed, accredited and awarded by the Scottish 
Qualifications Authority (SQA) and were originally designed as vocationally-based 
HE qualifications. The 1990s witnessed an expansion in the uptake of HN provision, 
increasing from 32,952 in 1990-91 to 72,461 in 2000-01 (Gallacher, 2006, 44) and 
this expansion led Gallacher to argue that in Scotland there were ‘two parallel 
systems of HE’ (2002, 8), one operating within the college sector and the other within 
the university sector. Moreover, as college-based HE increased so did the number of 
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students moving from one system to another, as students used HNs as ‘transitional’ 
qualifications to gain advanced entry to degree-level provision (Gallacher 2006; 
Ingram and Gallacher, 2011; Gallacher and Ingram, 2012). However, articulation 
between these sectors has not been without its challenges with students often facing 
difficulties adapting to the different approaches to learning, teaching and assessment 
from that which they experienced at college. In particular, the shift to an increased 
expectation of ‘independent learning’ is often accompanied with a decrease in the 
amount of support that they may have previously received. 

The vehicle employed by the SFC to support and develop articulation has been the 
Articulation Hubs. The SFC established the Hubs in 2008 and funded them for a 
period of five years at the cost of £3 million per annum, with a mid-point review in 
20111. Five regional hubs were established as was a sixth Hub which was based in 
the Open University (SFC, 2008)2. The priorities for the Hubs’ work, as directed by 
the SFC, was to develop a sustainable infrastructure to support and increase 
articulation. The operational models developed by the Hubs varied, but the Hub 
based at the institution under discussion, namely the Greater Glasgow Articulation 
Partnership (GGAP), established a number of strands of work, such as the 
Partnership Projects strand through which they funded 30 collaborative college-
university projects between 2008-10 (GGAP, 2013, 6). One of the largest partnership 
projects undertaken through GGAP was the development of a Strategic Institutional 
Partnership model. In addition, the Hub established the College University Subject 
Partnerships (CUSPs) through which subject-specialist staff from the colleges and 
the University came together to discuss articulation-related issues in their subject 
areas. GGAP also funded work in student engagement and support and research, 
and the models developed by GGAP have provided the foundations for GCU’s 
College Connect Strategy. 

It was envisaged that after the five-year funding period the Articulation Hubs would 
have built a sustainable infrastructure to support articulation and that articulation 
targets would be monitored through institutional Outcome Agreements3. However, in 
March 2013, the SFCs Access and Inclusion Committee took the decision to 
continue to fund the Hubs for a further two years, the main reason for which was to 
oversee the implementation of the Additional Articulation Places Scheme (AAPS). 
The AAPS was announced by the SFC in 2013 and provides discrete funding for an 
additional 1020 articulation places in Session 2013-14 (SFC, 2013, 1)4. The SFC 
guidance document for the scheme issued in 2013 states that these places have to 
be allocated to 1+3 or 2+2 degree courses and provide guaranteed articulation5.  
Although the funding for the Hubs has been continued, as discussed they were 
initially funded for a distinct five-year period with a remit to build a sustainable 
infrastructure for articulation. Therefore, during the final year of the original funding 
period GCU began to develop an institutional strategy to support articulation. This 
strategy built on models of articulation, CPD and partnership working developed by 
GGAP and in Session 2013-14 GCU launched its College Connect Strategy 2013-
2020. 

College Connect Strategy 2013-2020 
The College Connect Strategy 2013-2020 was designed to mark a new and 
innovative development for GCU and its relationship with its partner colleges and 
students and is designed to promote and support articulation through increasing the 
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number of students proceeding to degree-level study from college, from 610 to 1000 
in the period 2012-13 to post-2015-16.  
 
College Connect consists of two main strands of work, both of which will be informed 
by a robust evidence base and evaluation strategy, namely: 

 Supporting the student experience of articulation; and 

 Strategic and operational partnerships with colleges. 
 

The flagship activity for enhancing the student experience is the College Connect 
Academy, the aim of which is to provide timely, relevant and focused interventions to 
ensure that college students applying to GCU have the resources to gain the 
maximum benefit from their university studies. The Academy provides college 
students the opportunity to take part in a programme of pre-entry engagement and 
transition activities, including masterclasses, online learning resources and 
mentoring support. In addition, on receipt of an offer from the University, students 
can become GCU Associate Students and receive a Student ID Card which enables 
them to access all the University facilities, including the library and the virtual 
learning environment, GCU Learn6. Associate Student status is available to all 
college students upon receiving an offer but those students who have been awarded 
a place through the AAPS are Associate Students throughout the duration of their 
HN studies and the impact of this long-term associate status on learner identity and 
experience will be examined below. 

Partnership working is central to the Strategy, and College Connect is underpinned 
by a sustainable infrastructure which has been built upon the University’s existing 
relationships with the colleges, and includes collaboration at both a strategic and 
operational level. At the strategic level the University has further developed and 
extended the Strategic Institutional Partnership model, which was developed by 
GGAP. This model includes a commitment to joint planning, the development of new 
articulation routes and transition support. The model was piloted with City of 
Glasgow College and the success of the Strategic Partnership was quickly evident 
with a 51 per cent increase in the number of articulating students from City of 
Glasgow College in 2012-13, with a further 12 per cent increase in 2013-14. The 
model now forms an integral part of the Strategy’s partnership strand and has 
recently been extended to all three colleges in the Glasgow Region. 

Integral to the ongoing implementation of College Connect has been the 
development of a robust evidence base and evaluation strategy, the aims of which 
are to measure the impact and success of College Connect and inform the continued 
development of the College Connect Academy. The first phase of College Connect 
research commenced in the spring of 2014 and the initial research findings are 
discussed below.  

Aim of Current Research and Sample Group 
The overall aim of the current phase of College Connect research is to contribute to 
the evaluation of the College Connect Strategy. To this end we are exploring the 
effectiveness of learning and teaching support processes to facilitate the successful 
engagement, transition and progression of articulating students into GCU. The 
decision was taken to conduct the research with the first group of students (Cohort 
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One) who are part of the AAPS as these students will have access to the full range 
of activities provided by the College Connect Academy and will hold Associate 
Student status. Of the annual 1,020 places that the SFC are funding through the 
AAPS, GCU were allocated 157 in partnership with the three colleges in the Glasgow 
region. The vast majority of these 157 students are undertaking an HND at college 
and, if they successfully complete their HND, can articulate onto a named degree 
programme at GCU7. 
 
Students who were identified as Cohort One, and who commenced their HN in 
August 2013 were contacted approximately one year into their studies and requested 
to complete a questionnaire either in college or via a SurveyMonkey link. The 
purpose of the survey, which 53% of students responded to, was to capture 
students’ expectations and experiences to date as they embarked on their learner 
journey at college. The data gathering exercise enabled us to collect students’ views 
on the following: 

 Their awareness of College Connect; 

 If Associate Student status helps to foster students’ sense of belonging and 
identity with GCU prior to degree entry, as well as preparing them for university 
study; and 

 Their initial expectations of the Associate Student Scheme. 

 

Preliminary Findings from the Research 
We first asked our cohort about their awareness of both the College Connect website 
and Academy. Levels of awareness are relatively low with nearly two-thirds unaware 
of the Academy while about three-quarters were not aware of the website. However, 
College Connect was being developed and implemented in the same year as the 
AAPS was introduced which may help explain the low levels of awareness at the 
time the survey was conducted.   

The cornerstone of the College Connect Academy is the Associate Student Scheme, 
the aim of which is to foster a sense of belonging and identity with the University 
prior to entry, as well as preparing students for university. A key strand of the 
research therefore was to explore how students view themselves as they set out on 
their learner journey in college. 

The findings found that 85% of our cohort aligned themselves as either a college 
student or a part-college, part-university student whereas nearly three-fifths indicated 
that they felt at least some attachment to the University. When we asked our cohort 
why they chose one of these categories the answers are quite revealing and do raise 
some interesting set of issues about the objective of eradicating the borderland 
between both settings. 

Of those who indicated they were a part-college, part-university student and who 
responded to these follow-up questions, the reason expressed by about three-
quarters was that they felt part of both institutional settings. For example, one 
participant stated ‘ownership of the GCU student associate ID card makes me feel 
this way, as well as the fact that I am directly progressing into the 3rd year of the 
degree.’ Whilst a second argued ‘I can see myself as a part time university student 
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as I am part of the college connect programme.’ In this respect, it could be argued, 
meeting the objective of eradicating the borderland between both institutional 
settings is an achievable goal if students feel some attachment with the University 
and in particular College Connect. 

Nonetheless a sizeable percentage identified themselves as college students, with 
the most popular response being that they viewed themselves as a college student 
until they actually passed their HN (43%) as illustrated by the following quote: ‘I 
would not want to assume I was a University student until I have passed my HND.’  
Furthermore, there were also less positive reasons expressed by a number of the 
cohort, in particular the issue of feeling they were a college student simply because 
they had not received information and/or had contact with the college or GCU about 
College Connect (19%).  

But what of our cohorts’ views of the Associate Student Scheme itself? What 
students think of the efficacy of this Scheme will enable us to assess how successful 
is the College Connect Strategy in facilitating the successful engagement, transition 
and progression of articulating students into GCU. It can be seen that with respect to 
both questions, being an Associate Student does appear to have a very positive 
impact on motivating our cohort with over four-fifths indicating that it would motivate 
them to find out about future study at GCU and three-quarters stating it would have a 
positive impact on undertaking and completing their HN.  

The most popular reason stated by those who thought it would motivate them to find 
out about future study was to know more about the University and what was 
expected of them academically when they arrive on campus (45%) with one 
participant stating ‘yes I feel it will be beneficial as I will have the opportunity to 
speak to former students and lecturers at GCU to hear their views on studying there 
and what the environment is like to work in.’   

Another angle that we wanted to explore with respect to evaluating the efficacy of 
being an Associate Student was to ask our cohort if it made a valuable contribution 
to prepare them for degree study at GCU and to their HN studies at college. With 
respect to both questions, many of our cohort indicated that being an Associate 
Student would make a valuable contribution, but the much higher ‘Don’t Know’ 
figures (42% and 38% respectively) when compared to the findings on motivation 
reveal perhaps that for a number of students the ‘jury is still out’ as to the impact of 
having Associate Student status.  

With respect to the question on preparation for study at GCU many who were 
undecided indicated that they had no knowledge of, or were unsure about, the 
process of being an Associate Student (50%). Of those who stated that it would 
make a valuable contribution to prepare for study at GCU by far the most popular 
reason given was it would help with the transition into the University (68%), with one 
participant stating ‘hopefully the connect programme will prepare me properly for my 
course and time at GCU’, with another arguing that ‘with access to the learning 
materials it would make life easier to follow what is expected to be known before the 
year begins.’ 

As we noted above College Connect was being developed and implemented in the 
same year as the AAPS was introduced which may help explain the mixed picture 
that has emerged to date with respect to these findings. True, holding Associate 
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Student status does appear to motivate our first cohort to find out more about future 
study at GCU and to complete their HN. While many also thought being an Associate 
Student would make a valuable contribution to prepare for study at GCU and to their 
HN studies a large number were unsure about what impact having this status would 
make. This may in part be linked to the cohorts’ awareness of College Connect itself 
which perhaps reflects that the ‘brand’ of College Connect is an area that requires to 
be promoted to students on the AAPS. The issue of learner identity and related 
findings highlights that, along with awareness of College Connect, the Strategy is still 
in its infancy and future research will shed further light on its impact as it becomes 
embedded within both the colleges and the University. 

Conclusion 
In June 2013 the Post-16 Education (Scotland) Bill was approved, a central feature 
of which is the establishment of a joined-up system of HE. A crucial feature of this 
joined-up system is articulation and the SFC continues to fund the Articulation Hubs 
to develop and embed this activity. The introduction of the AAPS, through which 
participating students will hold Associate Student Status with the partner university 
whilst undertaking their HN at a college, is arguably a further step towards a joined-
up system. GCU, which hosts one of the Articulation Hubs and participates in the 
AAPS, has introduced the College Connect Strategy to provide a sustainable 
institutional framework to support articulation and support the translation of policy 
into practice. College Connect adopts a holistic approach to ensure that college 
students not only have the opportunity to progress to degree-level study, but are 
supported before, during and after the transition. It has a strong research strand and 
the current research has been examining student awareness of College Connect and 
whether holding Associate Student Status is helping students to build a sense of 
belonging to GCU whilst still at college. What is evident from the research is that it is 
too early to say if College Connect and the Associate Student Status that comes with 
participation in the AAPS will serve to eradicate the borderland between college and 
university, but it has the potential to do so. Although a large number of respondents 
were not yet fully aware of the College Connect Academy a significant percentage 
were nonetheless identifying themselves as part-college and part-university students 
and further research will investigate whether this will increase, alongside increased 
awareness of College Connect.  
 
Notes 
1 The £3 million funding was distributed between the hubs on the basis of level of 
articulation activity and the amount awarded to each hub was reviewed and in some 
instances altered following the mid-point review in 2011 but the total figure of £3 
million has remained constant. 
2 The five regional hubs that were established were: the Greater Glasgow 
Articulation Partnership (GGAP) led by Glasgow Caledonian University; the 
Edinburgh, Lothian, Fife and Borders Regional Articulation Hub (ELRAH) led by 
Edinburgh Napier University; the South West Articulation Hub (SWAH) led by the 
University of the West of Scotland; the Fife and Tayside Hub, led by the University of 
Abertay; and the North East Hub led by Robert Gordon University. 
3 All Scottish Universities and Colleges are required to submit an institutional 
Outcome Agreement stating what they plan to deliver in return for the funding they 
receive from the SFC. 
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4 The Access and Inclusion Committee is the SFC committee that oversees the 
Articulation Hubs and makes funding recommendations on the Hubs to the SFC. 
5 1+3 and 2+2 degree being a form of degree programme wherein the first and 
second years of the degree are delivered in a college through the completion of an 
HNC/D and there is no first and second year presented at the university. 
6 Students holding Associate status at GCU are referred to as College Connect 
Members. 
7 Five of the 157 students on the AAPS are on a 1+3 route. 
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‘Tell me and I forget, teach me and I may remember, 
involve me and it is never too late to learn’. 
Motivations of the part-time adult learner 

Nalita James, Olivia Harrison, Diana Pinto, Farhat Syyeda, University of 
Leicester, UK 

Introduction 
Higher education (HE) provision for part-time students remains  ‘the least resourced, 
least valued and least well understood’ (NIACE, 2005) and is seen as ‘a lifelong 
sentence’ (Coffield, 1997, 87). In England, HE has seen substantial falls in the 
numbers of students beginning part-time courses at both undergraduate and 
postgraduate level with a 47% total decline between 2010- 2013/14, and a 55% drop 
in part-time sub-degrees (Butcher and Fowle, 2015). Currently, HE policy discourse 
is dominated by assertions about the importance of full-time opportunities for 18 year 
olds. Changes in funding, and the introduction of/increase in tuition fees have also 
made it more difficult for mature students to access HE on a part-time basis, 
particularly for widening participation groups who are economically disadvantaged 
(UUK, 2012). There has also been a withdrawal of part-time courses, which has 
been most prevalent in research-intensive HEIs (Swain and Hammond, 2010), thus 
undermining their contribution to widening participation and fair access (Thompson 
and Bekhradnia, 2013). This paper examines the learning careers and experiences 
of part-time learners who study in such HEIs, of which there is limited research. It 
examines their motivations for study as well as how they benefit from participation. 
The paper also challenges the undifferentiated assumptions embedded in the 
conceptualisation of being a part-time adult learner. Finally, it shows how HEIs can 
better understand and support part-time adult learners and in doing so enhance the 
quality and nature of their student experience.  
 
Learning careers and part-time adult learners 
The concept of learning career used in the paper and developed by Bloomer and 
Hodkinson (2000) is a framework for understanding processes of participation in 
education. It provides a way of analyzing individuals’ experiences of learning over 
time. The theory of situated learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991) is also used to 
explain changes in individuals’ attitudes as a consequence of their exposure to new 
influences and situations. Learning then, is embedded within activity, context and 
culture and is viewed as unintentional rather than deliberate - that is a process of 
‘legitimate peripheral participation’. The paper also considers the interplay between 
the wider social/economic/cultural structures and contexts which shape/constrain 
and/or enable individuals’ lives (Giddens, 1984), the educational institutions which 
determine the processes of engagement with learning, and the learners themselves.  

The research study 
The paper draws on a small-scale research study examining part-time adult learners’ 
experiences and motivations for learning and uses a social interactionist framework 
that recognises people’s learning and development being constructed through social 
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interactions in particular milieu (Lave and Wenger, 1991). The study was based in a 
lifelong learning department which offered part-time courses in a research intensive 
university in England and focused on students between 2010-2014, who had 
graduated or were currently studying on certificate, foundation degree and degree 
level programmes. The study used mixed-methods which included two focus group 
interviews (one with current students, the other with graduates) as well as 4 
individual semi-structured interviews. The interviews discussed issues relating to 
how part-time students/graduates saw themselves as learners, their motivations for 
studying part-time, their experiences of learning, and of higher education, and their 
learner identities. Out of the sample size, 4 participants were male and 7 were 
female. Their ages varied between 21 and 80. Focus group data was also collected 
with 6 full-time students studying on an undergraduate degree programme to 
examine their HE understandings and experiences, and of part-time study. Interview 
data was transcribed verbatim and analysed manually using thematic analysis (Miller 
and Glassner, 1997) to capture the dialectics of agency and structure in the 
participants’ learning experiences. 

An online survey was also conducted with part-time students and graduates 
(n=approximately 1500) and analysed using independent sample t-tests, Pearsons 
correlations to explore relationships between experiences, motivations and attitudes, 
and multiple regressions to explore which of these predicted benefits and barriers to 
part-time learning.  

Discussion of findings 
The paper focuses on data emerging from the focus groups and individual 
interviews. Given the small sample size, it is not expected that the data will support 
any grand conclusions.  However, it is used to better understand what it means to be 
a part-time adult learner, how they engage with learning, and the impact this can 
have on their identity and sense of belonging. These findings build on Bloomer and 
Hodkinson’s (2000) concept of learning career to argue that while participation may 
be linked to identity transformations, it is associated with the extent to which part-
time adult learners perceive themselves as participants in the learning community; 
their thoughts on the practices which may serve to include/exclude them from 
participation; and the impact on their learning careers. 

Motivations for learning 
In telling their stories, the part-time adult learners’ motivations were inextricably 
linked to the broader context of their lives. Although initially uncertain about returning 
to formal education the adult learners had different sets of personal motivations 
which brought them to the University. The findings revealed a wide range of different 
motivations linked to prior learning experiences which sometimes indicated 
limited/broken histories of previous participation: 
 

Well, no. I left school when I was 15 and then… just worked, I never had any 
education at all, I never went into anything at all… which I regret really… 

I didn’t go on to A levels. I left school at 16 being a hairdresser.  

Um A levels and a degree put very much emphasis on getting a job afterwards. 

The part-time learners’ lives existed within a variety of socio-economic 
circumstances, in which they had multiple responsibilities and shifting/fractured 
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identities as a student, paid professional; parent or retired worker. These identities 
were also affected by the demands of combining paid work and family and/or 
childcare. Such demands did not necessarily prevent the chance of participating in 
HE, but one or a combination of them tended to narrow down their choices (Reay, 
2002). 
 

… you know, family commitments and things get in the way and I talked about 
doing some sort of course… for years really and you know the kids would laugh at 
me, I would get those booklets, read them through and then I’d be like, I haven’t 
got time to do that. 

And as the years have gone by, I’ve got three daughters you know, I felt that I 
wanted more but bringing up children is quite busy in itself as well as working. 

However, other participants had experienced successful (learning) careers and their 
motivations highlighted the importance of learning in itself rather than learning.  
 

well, you know, my age, and the fact that I have retired… it was that thing … just to 
do something, I wanted to be positive not just sitting at home all the time and not 
using your mind as well. 

They had intrinsic aims, not always tied to employability and career progression, and 
wanted to study for enjoyment. Some wanted to fill in educational gaps, and to 
develop personally. 
 

... the aim was get your professional qualification [at university], and then a very 
conventional aim to become a finance director before you’re thirty. That was my 
immediate ambition… In terms of learning for fun... I knew I’d missed out on, um 
learning for excitement…  

It is interesting to compare these views with the full-time students. The part-time 
learners’ motivations for HE were as instrumental as those adult learners who had 
studied full-time when they were younger students. The full-time students’ 
perspectives were largely associated with the desire to improve their labour-market 
prospects and to fulfil their career aspirations. However, there was also evidence that 
HE was not simply about increased economic prosperity (Shaw, 2014). 

My A level teacher encouraged me going to university…and said you know you 
can get a high paid job with a degree. 

I think I have mainly come to university because firstly I can’t imagine myself doing 
anything else and secondly the university experience, kind of thing, not as much 
as wanting to learn psychology but getting higher education and wanting to go to 
uni… 

A sense of belonging? Being a ‘part-time’ student in higher education 
The full-time students’ views of part-time study indicated a lack of awareness of 
being able to study part-time: ‘I would say I have never literally thought about part-
time’ although they had some conceptualization of who part-time students were: 
 

They have got a career but they wanna change it. 
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They are adult learners. 
…a mature student …you think…like abnormally old to be in university 
…someone who isn’t normal age like the majority of us. 

 
The part-time learners’ views of themselves indicated characteristics that clearly 
distinguished them from full-time students. 

I think at our age, when we decide to do this, then we really want to do it.  

… we had the same goal. We all wanted to do it alongside a job…it was just 
comfortable and we all got on very well. 

However alongside this commitment to study was evidence of the part-time learners 
having low levels of confidence and self-belief about achieving or feeling ‘good 
enough’ to participate compared to the full-time students. For both full-time and part-
time learners, the culture and ethos of their academic departments and the courses 
they were studying on was vital to their personal and academic confidence, 
development and success:  ‘Everyone, whether it’s lecturers, whether it’s admin, 
everybody will aim to succeed’ (part-time learner). The part-time learners enjoyed 
working with tutors who also acknowledged the complexities of their lives of which 
completing their studies successfully was only a part, if a very important one. 
However, they also perceived themselves on the periphery of the HEI demarcating 
their learning experience and support as different to full-time students (Canning, 
2010). 

…we’re not always on site with the rest of the students. Thinking about this 
process makes me look around at some of the [teaching] rooms and the facilities 
we’ve got which aren’t brilliant. Um, and you think: Are we…the same as other 
students? Do they have better facilities? 

I think the experience of coming on to the campus when it’s dark, when there is no 
one around, is very different. 

…for a lot of older learners, they feel that umm….they are restricted because 
everything is done online and places like universities expect everybody to know 
how to use a computer and of course not everybody can and has access to a 
computer. 

 
Thus, institutional practices and cultures seemed to impact on the degree and quality 
of student experience and participation (James et al., 2015).  

I think we were very well supported… um, by our admin and by our course 
directors… and all our tutors, weren’t we? …I’m not sure how that fits in with the 
University as a whole, though.  

Dedicated social spaces, group solidarity and mutual support were raised as 
significant factors for individual success for many of the part-time learners. 

I think it’s the mutual respect as well that occurs…there’s a lot of people that I 
have nice relationships with and… come together with the groups and we support 
each other.  



273 
 

Um, it would be nice if we had somewhere that we could call our own… And 
there’s also that sense that - yes, we’re on campus now but when we get there, 
everything is shut apart from the library café. 

Further findings on this issue have highlighted how academic departments dedicated 
to offering part-time courses for adult learners constitute a different culture within 
which not only teaching and learning takes place but in which the role of the tutors is 
fundamental in providing a supportive and distinctive academic environment (James 
et al., 2015).   
 
Profound effects on people’s lives 
The part-time learners’ narratives were imbued with a sense of having left something 
of the old self behind in order to become worthy of the privilege of being a student at 
university. This ‘shift’ was linked to students reconstructing fragile learner identities 
as they began to feel less like a ‘fish out of water’ and instead had ‘a feel for their 
studies.’ In reconstructing learner identities there were experiences of academic 
failure, and of students not finishing their studies. Yet while their learning careers 
were disrupted, and hopes dashed, there was still an identity shift:  
 

And then I suddenly started realising – I’m not dull after all! I’m not that stupid – the 
things I know the class wanted to know and listen to what I had to say. Although I 
don’t have the piece of paper… And that’s why I say to you now, I do my reading 
now, I’m comfortable, I’m happy.  

 
Others successfully navigated their courses to completion and thus repositioned their 
habitus. This involved a process of self-scrutiny and self-improvement whereby they 
described themselves as focused, enthusiastic and motivated. This ‘self-work’ (Reay 
et al., 2009) was reinforced by the part-time learners being able to share with other 
like-minded people their fears and aspirations, as well as study alongside them, to 
develop their confidence, skills and knowledge, thus offering new opportunities for 
cultural/social capital for themselves and others: 
 

But actually, I took him [my son] on campus, gave him a little tour and…he likes 
his geology so he was kind of “Oh, that’s amazing!” So yeah, it does enthuse, you 
know, it enthused him… and he’s only nine.  

I think it’s given me more confidence… it’s like self-confirmation of my own abilities 
as well….And now I feel like the full package.  

Students also reconstructed their learner identities by using the knowledge and 
theories from their course to help them to learn who they were (Johnston and Merrill, 
2009). Here students fully embraced their studies and their cultural capital was 
evident as they became engaged intellectually, beyond the classroom.  
 

I know, that, um, all the chick flicks… I don’t want to read that so much anymore. 
I’d rather read other things. And that’s been a progression I didn’t see 
happening…So I know that the way, my outlook is different, definitely.  

 Benefits and constraints for adult learners 
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A major benefit of studying as a part-time ‘adult’ was that the positive outcomes were 
often greater than those gained from studying at an earlier stage in the life course. 
One of the participants, who had a degree, commented: 
 

…when I was younger, at uni, it was probably more, um, more a traditional, you 
know, going to the pub and finding the young ladies… That’s probably taken more 
of a back seat [laughter]. But, no, certainly, um, the whole university experience is 
so much richer than, um, just going on a course. 

 
Their life circumstances allowed them the agency to make the decision to access HE 
for the purposes of ‘self-esteem,’ ‘to prove to myself that I could actually do it’ or ‘for 
my career’. These narratives also highlighted how they reaped the benefits of study 
of long before they graduated, not just in terms of their working lives, but also in 
terms of the social impact of learning (Callendar and Wilkinson, 2012). 
 

Their high levels of commitment were also risky in terms of economic and social 
sacrifices, to invest in HE - choosing part-time study was not a luxury expense. 
There were concerns regarding the financial impact of studying part-time as well as 
lack of knowledge about opportunities for funding. 
 

But because I’ve got a degree, I couldn’t get a loan so I’m paying for it out of 
savings… 

I think that’s where financial things come in because I couldn’t afford to give up 
work to do a full-time degree  

The problem is they don’t know funding is available…not just initial funding for the 
course, I mean things like the access to learning fund… 

 
These statements reflect attitudes which see debt as a burden as well as individuals 
wanting to be debt-averse not just for themselves but also for their families. The 
demand for part-time study was more sensitive to macroeconomic conditions 
(HEFCE, 2014). The full-time students talked about taking out student loans or being 
financially supported by their parents. However, they too recognised the implications 
of the costs of learning in relation to individuals’ chances to participate in HE. 
 

…now 9000 is just for one year so it is incredible. I think it is way too much and 
specially if somebody does not go to uni because they don’t have funds… 
 
I think people can’t go to university because they literally just can’t pay for it. 

 
Conclusion: What can higher education learn from part-time students? 
The part-time learners’ narratives arose from their life experiences, reflecting their 
identities and senses of agency, and their desires for what they wanted to achieve in 
different aspects of their adult lives (Johnston and Merrill, 2009). They were 
proactive, highly motivated and committed, and the positive outcomes that they 
accrued were wide-ranging and extensive, highlighting the beneficial effects of part-
time study for individuals’ sense of self as well as career possibilities even if they do 
not complete their studies.  
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Not surprisingly, their voices about learning inevitably reflect the intersectionalities in 
their lives (Reay, 2002) and were multi-faceted, reflecting the diversity of their 
experiences and ambitions. Nonetheless, some homogeneity emerged in the part-
time learners’ views on HE teaching, learning and support that arose from them 
acknowledging that they faced common problems and had shared needs in their 
complex lives. These views give insights into how HEIs can help part-time adult 
learners make more of a success of their risky venture of returning to formal 
education. These practices could raise the completion rates and diminish the non-
progression rates of part-time learners that currently make senior staff in HEIs 
nervous about part-time learners and course viability because of the performative 
education policy discourses that frame the work of HE.  
 
In this research, the part-time learners felt academically and administratively 
supported by their department. The collaborative learning cultures based on mutual 
respect and trust with peers and tutors were valuable to the students, reflecting the 
importance of communities of practice for learning in a wide variety of social and 
institutional situations (James et al., 2015). They also recognised that HE institutional 
cultures impacted on understandings of their own learning experiences/the learning 
process (Lave and Wenger, 1991). They did not feel fully participant in university life 
in which central services, except the university library, shut down after twilight hours. 
The part-time learners were also perplexed about why they were marginalised 
institutionally and were not provided with adequate learning/physical resources and 
social spaces that they needed, such as quiet study rooms or an identifiable base 
area.  
 
To conclude, the part-time learners’ institutional experiences seemed to be in 
contrast to the government’s wider HE policy objectives of giving students greater 
choice and enhancing their HE experience, and a desire to see more lifelong 
learners accessing higher education. Yet it is evident from this research, that adults 
benefit from studying at a more mature age reinforcing that lifelong learning and part-
time higher education should be a key element of the UK’s education policy and 
future skills strategy (HEFCE, 2014). The ‘added value’ gained by offering part-time 
courses, as well as the rich life experiences that part-time learners bring to HE 
should not be under-estimated.  
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Developing HE professionals: the importance of 
adult education theory and practice  

Christine Jarvis, University of Huddersfield, UK 

Introduction 
This paper discusses a pilot module, which operated from January 2014 until 
January 2015. It focused on the education of teachers working in the Higher 
Education Sector in the UK.   
 
Teacher Education has been subject to continuous reform for the last 30 years. This 
has involved developing standards and criteria, and measuring teachers against 
these, as part of the development of a new professionalism that is more accountable 
and less autonomous (Furlong, 2013). Higher Education teaching is still unregulated, 
but the growth of measures such as the National Student Survey (NSS), and the 
development of a consumerist mentality in students, have meant that many 
universities have also implemented some form of teacher training, with the intention 
of improving student satisfaction and achievement. These programmes generally 
target new entrants to the profession, and are often linked to the award of Fellowship 
of the Higher Education Academy (FHEA) and its standards framework (the UK 
Professional Standards Framework – UKPSF). The module discussed in this paper 
differs from these programmes in that it focuses on experienced HE academics, who 
have achieved FHEA, through the ‘experienced route.’ This route requires HE 
teachers to put together an application to demonstrate that they have met the 
standards set out in the UKPSF. In most cases, though, they have not undertaken a 
programme in which they study education or teaching.   
 
Fellowship of the HEA ensures that academics have at least paid some attention to 
questions of teaching and learning, and reflected on their own abilities and how 
these might be improved, but there is potential for complacency. FHEA is a basic 
threshold measure; it does not require the kind of systematic development of 
practice, or the engagement with theory and ideas, that might be encountered on a 
programme of teacher education. In other words, HE teachers have only begun to 
develop as educators when they obtain FHEA, and an institution that is serious 
about developing superb teachers is going to examine ways of supporting its 
academics to continue to develop their understanding of teaching and learning and 
expand their repertoire as teachers (beyond simply attending updates on the latest 
technological innovation).   
 
Higher Education as arts-based adult education 
My university’s senior management team (USMT) agreed to fund a pilot module 
which, when combined with APLA offered for FHEA, would enable participants to 
achieve the award of Postgraduate Certificate (Higher Education) – a 60 credit 
award. As participants would already be fellows of the HEA, I had an exceptional 
degree of freedom in the design of the module. There were no professional 
standards to reference, no competencies that had to be demonstrated. I was able to 
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design a module, and agree its format with the USMT, that was informed by 
principles of adult learning and by the concept of education as an art, rather than 
being tied to a series of technical competencies. I aimed to design something that 
encouraged HE teachers to be improvisational and experimental, learning from the 
arts that  ‘surprise is not to be seen as an intruder in the process of inquiry but as 
part of the rewards one reaps when working artistically’ (Eisner, 2008, 8). Whilst my 
default approach to teaching is informed by my work as an adult educator, there are 
many models and approaches to adult learning (Foley, 2004) and I need to clarify 
what I mean by saying the module was based on principles of adult learning. I am 
thinking partly in terms of the kinds of conditions of adult learning outlined by Peter 
Jarvis (2010), such as the fact that adult learners like to participate, bring their own 
experiences to learning situations, and operate most effectively when they do not 
feel that their self is under threat. All participants brought valuable insights, 
experiences and skills to share and we foregrounded the idea of developing as a 
supportive and developmental community of discovery (Coffield and Williamson, 
2011).   
 
I was also mindful of the tradition within adult education of seeking to minimise the 
power relations between teacher and learner, whilst acknowledging that this is never 
entirely possible (Freire, 1972; hooks, 1994). A degree of power sharing was evident 
in the relationships between the module team and the participants and the fluid 
nature of the roles adopted. Many of those involved in running the module – as 
mentors, conference organisers, experts in particular aspects of pedagogy, module 
leader (me) and the Pg Cert HE course leader were also participants – submitting 
work of their own for assessment by colleagues. The module team tried to model a 
critical approach to our own teaching from the outset by stressing that we (everyone 
taking or teaching the module) were all engaged in an experiment and that we would 
be openly discussing what was working and what was not. The development of the 
module itself formed the basis for my assessment as a student on the module, so I 
felt I was handing over a degree of power to colleagues who would assess and 
moderate my work.  
 
More specifically, the module design was inspired by adult education literature that 
discusses the use of arts-based approaches to the education of professionals (e.g. 
Kinsella, 2007; Loads, 2010; McGregor, 2012). Barnett discusses the challenges of 
working as a professional in an age of super-complexity (Barnett, 2008) and argues 
that academics face uncertainty about the academic role, and multiple, sometimes 
contradictory discourses about their profession and the expectations associated with 
it. Uncertainty has replaced the convictions and authority of previous eras. Arts-
based education has potential to enable teachers to cope with, and even benefit 
from such uncertainties, by combining rigorous self- discipline and attention to detail 
with an openness to multiple interpretation, to improvisation and to imagining and 
accepting alternatives to established practice. Many scholars engaged in the 
education of professionals have experimented with arts-based education. In recent 
reviews of  these writings Patti Gouthro and I (2015) noted that educators draw on 
the arts in a wide variety of ways, but that these often involve significant challenges 
to professionals’ epistemologies and their understanding of their own professional 
knowledge, practice and discourses. The practice and the study of the arts involves 
interpretation, and engagement in discussion about those interpretations. As such it 
can expose professionals to the constructive nature of meaning making, so that they 
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recognise how individuals read the world differently from within their own frames of 
reference. 
Eisner (2002, 2008) offers extensive analyses of the ways in which education can 
learn from the arts. He stressed that ‘education can learn from the arts that open-
ended tasks permit the exercise of imagination’ (2008, 9) and goes on to argue that 
this is an important attribute for all disciplines, because it is the source of all new 
understanding and invention. Jarvis (2010) draws on Eisner when he comments on 
the limiting nature of behavioural objectives: 
  

I maintain that any approach to teaching that designates how a learner will behave 
as a result of undergoing the teaching and learning process undermines the dignity 
of the learner... By contrast Eisner (1969) regarded expressive objectives as 
evocative rather than prescriptive and that is much closer to the general 
philosophy of the education of adults that is advocated here (Jarvis, 2010, 231).  

 
Hoggan, Simpson and Stuckey (2009, 19) reinforce this emphasis on the importance 
of open-mindedness, when they discuss the role of the arts in stimulating multiple 
ways of knowing, arguing that  ‘a certain degree of imagination and creativity is 
needed in order to learn’. Kinsella (2008), drawing on the work of Greene (1995) and 
Evans, Greaves and Pickering (1997), also works with the arts to support 
professionals to see that there are many different ways of looking at their roles. She 
uses fictions to stimulate the kind of reflective practice in nurses that enables them to 
see their practice differently, reflect on injustices in healthcare systems, and become 
more conscious of diversity in their patients. 
 
The module 
The module drew on these adult learning principles and on art-based approaches in 
its attempts to develop a critical but supportive learning community. The concept was 
close to that of the kind of arts studio-based critique discussed by Snyder, Heckman 
and Scialdone (2009), who encouraged their technical trainees to be experimental in 
developing solutions to technical challenges and to review the work of fellow 
students doing the same. Our participants were asked to design a small piece of 
experimental teaching – and to present, at the end of the module, a conference 
paper which outlined its conceptualisation and implementation and offered a critical 
discussion of the experiment. I hoped people would feel able to be creative and 
imaginative; to improvise, without having to guarantee a pre-determined outcome 
from their work. The module was designed to make it possible to take risks and fail.  
I thought it unlikely that existing ways of practice would be challenged if the stakes 
were too high. The focus on designing small pieces of learning – perhaps a single 
session – meant that participants need not worry that if they did not achieve the 
results they had hoped for, student learning would be seriously blighted.  
Assessment was based on discussion and analysis of the experiment – on what 
participants had learned about teaching and learning, not on whether or not the 
experiment succeeded – again reducing the risk factor. 
 
We used face to face sessions, a social networking site (Yammer) and the 
conference itself to establish spaces where a degree of critical dialogue could take 
place. We provided substantial mentor support as well as establishing trust and 
space for dialogue so that challenges encountered, particularly any that seemed to 
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deconstruct comfortable beliefs about teaching and learning, could be shared in a 
supportive way.  
I also felt it was important to provide stimulus, which might engage us in some 
creative activities and perhaps challenge our existing practice by showing different 
ways of operating. Eisner (2008, 8) also argues that surprise can result from 
securing new insights and that ‘educators should create the conditions to make it 
happen’. 
   
Masterclasses formed the basis for three of the four face to face sessions we had 
prior to the conference itself. I sought individuals who would offer participative and 
creative experiences to lead these and used the National Teaching Fellowship 
database to source expertise. In addition to this, I provided case-studies and 
readings on the Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) that would offer the widest 
possible selection of creative approaches to teaching, with a particular emphasis on 
arts-based approaches. I wanted the masterclasses and the learning materials, as 
well as the process of engaging in the experiment itself, to have the potential to be 
what Mezirow (2000, 22) calls a ‘disorienting dilemma,’ an experience that does not 
quite fit our existing view of the world, and therefore prompts some review of that 
world. I used an activity based on visual metaphors about teaching as part of the 
induction process, to try to encourage delegates to access some of their deeper 
feelings about teaching and learning. The module offered a total of 16 hours of face-
to-face sessions, the one day conference, with keynote speaker, as well as 
mentoring support, the Yammer site and the VLE materials. The latter included 
guidance on writing a conference paper for an education conference and 
introductions to educational theory, and was carefully structured to suggest what 
people might do at each stage of the module. In addition to providing essential 
information about assessment and the workshop sessions and guidance on 
preparing for the conference, the course team developed materials designed to 
stimulate thinking about different approaches to teaching and learning.   
 
Data collection and analysis 
This is a small scale experiment, with relatively few participants (15), which 
constitutes a piece of participative action research, based on a simple cycle of action 
(the design and teaching of the module), critical reflection (data collection and 
analysis) and revision (changes to the module and the module team). Action 
research has its limitations, but as Askham (2009) demonstrates, it can be very 
useful for looking in depth at the effectiveness of HE courses for adults, by offering 
opportunities to understand the feelings and behaviours of adult students as they 
interact with the educational process. It certainly provided more scope for critical 
reflection than the results of conventional module evaluations with their emphasis on 
numerical scores in response to set questions.  
 
I participated in all the sessions, noted the interactions and responses of delegates, 
the progress of each of the masterclasses, and observed the conference itself. I also 
scrutinised the postings and discussions on Yammer, and took note of the kinds of 
correspondence and discussions I had with delegates, and read the conference 
papers. All delegates were asked to complete a questionnaire about the module, but 
only four did so. I had an interview with the leader of the PgCert HE (also a delegate 
on the module), discussions with my own subject mentor, and a focus group with 
nine members of the cohort (everyone who could attend). The focus group was 
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recorded and transcribed. It was possible to code this small data set manually, and I 
used a system of reading and re-reading to check initial assumptions and generate 
key findings. The questionnaire, interview and focus group asked for delegates’ 
perceptions of the open ended approach to the module, its structure, including the 
frequency and duration of sessions, the resources on the VLE, and the effectiveness 
of the Yammer site. I agreed to anonymise responses from all sources, but alerted 
participants to the real possibility that they could readily be identified from such a 
small sample. The evaluation of this pilot has led to revisions in the model which will 
be delivered from September 2015, then re-evaluated again.  
 
Results 
There were some very positive results and but also evidence of some limitations in 
the operation of the module. It created a degree of excitement and challenge for 
most participants, and a sense of enhanced engagement with ideas about 
pedagogy. Those responding mostly liked the curriculum and the freedom involved: 
‘a standard curriculum was not what I wanted’; ‘I don’t think I would have wanted 
more structure personally’, ‘I’ve found the encouragement to reflect and, particularly, 
to experiment with teaching methods to be an inspiring and engaging process.’ One 
delegate, a design teacher, took her entire class outside the institution and worked in 
a local café, using a ‘speed dating’ approach to pitching to clients, and transformed 
their attitude to their work and their relationship with her (Sykes, 2015). Another, 
inspired by the masterclass on game-based learning led by Alex Mosely from the 
University of Leicester, designed a board game to teach Bourdieu (Reynolds, 2015), 
whilst an engineering teacher introduced Socratic dialogue into his work with 
undergraduate engineers and technologists (Mavrihomalis, 2015).  
 
There were limitations to the learning and engagement of some participants, and 
some indicated that they would have preferred more structure - one asked for ‘some 
set of regular meetings, even for half an hour each week’ even if these were shorter 
or optional (whilst other said this would have been impossible). Another commented, 
‘I am a very target driven person and I need the deadlines’. As adults, they wanted to 
be self-directed learners, but as pressured professionals, often found it difficult to 
prioritise anything that was not required.  
 
The learning resources on the VLE provided people with both stimulus and all the 
information they needed. One commented that its design was ‘inspirational’ and 
made him think about how he might use it better in his own teaching. At the same 
time, he admitted that he actually made very little use of it. It was clear that 
delegates in general did not use this extensively. It included a good range of journal 
articles and links to interesting theories, yet one delegate expressed a wish for ‘a bit 
more direction to kinds of theories of learning’. Although there were opportunities for 
virtual discussions, and these were promoted and supported, take up was limited. 
Those who participated in Yammer enjoyed it. Yammer had some regular 
contributors, but only slightly more than half the delegates visited it once they had 
done their statutory post and one commented, ‘I never got the sense of a debate.’ 
Although I was aware from the outset of the challenges of e-learning generally, and 
had tried to draw on the literature and my own experience to structure this material 
and link it to our sessions, this aspect of the module was still less than fully effective.  
One experienced teacher educator recommended a ‘drop, drop, drop approach to 
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stimulating serious engagement with the literature’ and this advice has informed the 
revisions. 
 
The master-classes were very well received by some; others found that not all of 
them offered the innovation or excitement they had wanted. Several people followed 
up new approaches as a result of the first master-class in particular. One delegate 
claimed, ‘if you hear even one that is useful to you that can be something quite 
transformational’ and indicated that adopting this new approach had been really 
brilliant.’ In some instances I think the masterclass leaders felt unable to do 
themselves justice in the context of a short one-off session. The conference itself 
was well attended and prompted lively discussion.  
 
Mentoring had been central to the programme design, but although academic 
schools were paid for mentors’ time, mentor support varied considerably. In the best 
instances, a sense of a learning community developed as delegates and mentors 
worked together. 
 
There is scope for developing the module to ensure that it incorporates structures 
that can support its theoretical goals. The open nature of the curriculum model does 
offer opportunities for creative and imaginative work, and if the workshops are 
suitably challenging, they can act as a stimulus for significant learning. In order to 
strengthen this, there needs to be more secure support and more regular stimulus, 
so that challenge, critical discussion and a deeper engagement with the literature 
takes place. Key changes for the next cycle will be the use of a core module team, 
who act as mentors, but also promote regular on-line engagement, book club 
sessions focusing on educational theory and fewer, longer masterclasses, with a 
firmer focus on arts-based work.  
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Adult learners and resistance in higher vocational 
education 

Kate Lavender, University of Huddersfield, UK 

Introduction 
The 2011 white paper ‘Students at the Heart of the System’ stated that HE should be 
available to and enjoyed by people throughout different stages of their lives (BIS, 
2011). However, it appears the assumptions that underpin the policy tell a different 
story, particularly in relation to the development of vocational sub-degree courses to 
be delivered primarily in FE colleges. The focus of the Foundation Degree, and other 
higher vocational education (HIVE) qualifications offered in FE colleges, on meeting 
the needs of employer’s leads to a curriculum embedding context-specific knowledge 
and behaviourist skills for a particular occupational sector, and is arguably based 
upon a ‘master/apprentice’ model more appropriate to young people with little work 
experience (Avis et al., 2001). However, the reasons adults participate in HE are 
likely to be very different from the traditional student wishing to enter the labour 
market for the first time. Many Foundation Degree and other HIVE students are in 
established employment in paraprofessional roles, thus any HIVE provision that has 
this model at the centre of its development is problematic within a context of lifelong 
learning. Constructions of HIVE by policy makers appear to draw on discourses of 
employability that frame the purpose of higher education as ‘getting a job’. 
 
So far, the main approaches in adult education research on adult entrants to HE 
have been to focus on access and barriers to learning (Pegg and Di Paolo, 2013), 
student identities (Askham, 2008; Blair et al., 2010; Stevenson and Clegg, 2012) and 
transitions (Bamber and Tett, 2000; Fuller, 2007; Tobbell et al., 2010). Often HIVE is 
positioned as providing mainly vocational alternatives to traditional HE for its 
participants that minimize issues of transition and barriers to academic learning. This 
may hold some truth but it also suggests that participants have a certain disposition 
towards vocational rather than academic learning. Positioning participants of higher 
education as either vocational or academic is harmful as it reinforces hierarchical 
relations of academic and vocational knowledge. This is particularly problematic as 
higher education takes place in various institutions with differing degrees of 
academic or vocational orientation, and most HIVE takes place in vocational, further 
education colleges. Because of this, it potentially closes off other opportunities for 
learning that may be of benefit to the individual. It is also problematic as it is based 
on the assumption that those who participate in HIVE do so because of its vocational 
emphasis and in terms of increased employment opportunities. To the contrary, this 
paper argues that adult learners participating in HIVE do so for reasons other than 
those related primarily to employment. Further to this it also suggests that adult HIVE 
learners use certain strategies of resistance to deflect the instrumentally vocational 
label assigned to them by their relative position in the HE sector. This paper will 
begin by discussing an alternative way of looking at issues of adult participation in 
HIVE through theories of resistance. It will then present data in two sections, 
‘Learner views on HIVE and Lifelong Learning’ and ‘Resistance to Vocational 
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Practices’. Finally, conclusions will be drawn about what this alternative view can 
illuminate and the further questions it may raise about adult participation in HIVE.  
 
Resistance Theory 
Cultural reproduction theories have typically been used to help illuminate what 
colleges are about and the practices associated with them. Resistance theories 
however, may be helpful in accounting for learner responses to the practices and 
messages that underpin what colleges are about. Theories of resistance have mostly 
been used to generate understandings of oppositional behaviour in school aged 
learners who may be unable to articulate the forms of resistance to compulsory 
education. The strength of using these theories to understand conflict and 
contestation in forms of adult learning is that adults can and do articulate meanings 
attached to certain behaviours. Therefore, for the purposes of this study, resistance 
is seen as being articulable. Resistance can be defined as ‘modes of challenge 
directed against relations of power structuring relationships between groups’ 
(Sultana, 1989, 289). In this study, the hierarchy of academic and vocational 
knowledge that structures the relationship between HE and FE and students 
between the two sectors both challenges and confirms that relationship. In this 
sense, oppositional behaviour or attitudes are less about overcoming barriers and 
transitions but moral and political indignation (Giroux, 1983).  
 
The key proponent of analysing any act of resistance is the extent to which it 
contributes to opposition or struggle against domination or submission (Giroux, 
1983). Resistance must also be able to expose accounts of domination and 
struggles for social and self-emancipation. Thus, using resistance with this data 
reveals adult learners’ critiques of structures of domination that label learners in this 
context as ‘vocational’ and their struggles for recognition as ‘academic’ HE students. 
 
The study 
The data was generated from a multiple case study of adult learners participating in 
HIVE in a college in West Yorkshire. The initial aims of the study were to understand 
what learning practices adult learners engaged with in this context, how adult 
learners perceived learning practices in HIVE and how this shaped their experience. 
Informal interviews and participant observation field notes of 8 adult learners were 
conducted and documents of focus groups that were held with their cohorts 
throughout the academic year 2013-14 were used also. Cross-case analyses were 
conducted thematically using a priori themes of HE and FE practices such as 
independent learning, critical thinking and collective learning. However, during the 
analysis more nuanced and complex themes of resistance emerged such as self-
exclusion and ‘othering’ of FE culture. This paper is particularly focused on an aspect 
of the study that showed resistance to discourses of employability in HIVE. The 
focus on informal interview data allowed for an analysis of articulated agency and 
resistance to ‘the logic of capital and its dominating social practices’ (Giroux, 1983, 
40). 
  
Learner views on HIVE and Lifelong Learning 
The adult learners in this study held markedly different views about the role of HE in 
lifelong learning from those that are defined in policy and other employability 
discourses. One of the main differences was a view of lifelong learning in HE for self-
satisfaction and ‘learning for learning’s sake’ rather than learning for a particular role 
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or purpose. In particular, a common theme amongst the adult learners was the need 
for HE studies to primarily be of a subject they were interested in, rather than a 
subject that would get them a job.  
John was doing a Foundation Degree in Health and Social Care part-time and 
working with adults with learning difficulties after he had taken voluntary redundancy 
from his position in a bank. He explained how he had chosen to dismiss the 
opportunities he had been given in his previous role to undertake a degree in 
finance. 
 

Yeh I’d sort of, again working in the bank there was opportunities to do like, 
financial related degrees and that kind of stuff but I always shied away from them 
because I wasn’t, I worked for a bank but I wasn’t a banker, I was there because it 
was good money and it was nice people and I had a good lifestyle... as opposed to 
‘I loved it’ which is different (John). 

 
John’s refusal to accept opportunities for HE study that would have potentially 
advanced his career because of his lack of his enthusiasm for the subject and its 
compatibility with perceptions of what HE should be shows how he opposed ‘the 
logic of capital’ (Giroux, 1983) that adult learners’ participation in HE is for 
instrumental reasons.  
 
Jonathan was studying for a Foundation Degree in Music Technology full-time after 
becoming frustrated with the monotony of his work as an engraver. Similarly to John, 
he had come to a point in his life where education and the Foundation Degree he 
was undertaking weren’t necessarily part of strategic decisions for employment 
opportunities. In fact, Jonathan felt that ‘you don’t really need a degree in this kind of 
[music] industry’ but his desire to study something that held great interest had 
encouraged him to do so anyway.  
 
This view was echoed in Clare’s accounts of her friends and families opinions of 
what she was undertaking and why. Clare was studying a Foundation Degree in 
Interior Design, she had engaged in HIVE after her husband had passed away as a 
way to keep herself busy. She was also severely dyslexic and had been discouraged 
by her friends and family from formal education because of this. Her friends’ views 
reflected dominant ideologies about the worth of higher level study in creative 
vocational subjects. 
 

I’ve always been, from leaving school I knew I was good at putting things together 
and growing up all my friends said to me ‘oh you don’t need to go to college, you 
don’t need to go and do that, you’re good at what you do anyway’ but I wanted it 
for me, I wanted that piece of paper and having that little cap and gown on and 
thinking that I’ve started something and I can do it (Clare). 

 
John, Jonathan and Clare’s accounts exemplify how a degree is rather more than 
just a vehicle for social mobility and improved prospects in the labour market and 
that learning in HE should involve a passion for the subject and personal 
achievement. John also expressed how resistance to engaging in higher education 
for instrumental and employment reasons greatly improved the learning experience, 
too. 
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I’ve always known I was capable of doing a degree and when I was 17 or 18 but I 
wasn’t ready for it, if I’d have gone then I would have been a waste of space... but 
as I say it’s for myself, not really for anything, a career path or.... but I think that’s 
the best reason to do it, the best way for people to learn is cause you want to not 
because they have to (John). 

 
It is this intrinsic interest in the subject that was mirrored in the other mature 
students’ experiences; this and the depth of learning they were engaging in 
promoted lifelong learning. Studying in HE gave them permission to engage in a 
form of learning that to some degree developed their interests for the sake of being 
developed. Many of our discussions centred on the contagion of HE learning in this 
way. For Clare, who had only ever seen education as a chore and a means to an 
end, being allowed to explore something she had always been interested in so 
deeply had been life changing by enabling her to develop strategies to manage her 
dyslexia in everyday life. In our conversations, she often used metaphors of infection 
to describe the consequences of her experience.   
 

I did not think I would be able to achieve what I have actually achieved, obviously 
having the dyslexia as well, erm... that’s played a massive part erm... it’s given me 
the confidence now to actually believe in myself that maybe I could go on to uni 
maybe, carry on.... well I’ve got the thirst for learning now, you know, it’s a bit of a 
bug yeh I think (Clare). 

 
Resistance to ‘vocational’ practices 
Most of the learners described how they tried to engage more in the academic 
aspects of their learning to enhance their professional and academic practice. 
Carolyn was studying a part-time Foundation Degree in early years, although her 
employment was as a teaching assistant in a high school. Discussions with Carolyn 
about the vocational and employability aspects of her course showed how 
problematic she had found it. 
 

I’ve been there for 11 years, I’ve actually done all that, from when I was new 
coming in, I might not have had that experience ‘oh, I’ve never done that’ ‘I’ve 
never understood that policy’ so then they’d be put into that situation, which for 
them it would be learning but for me it was just a case of saying ‘oh, yeh, I did that 
then’ ticking the box, so it was boring... (Carolyn). 

 
By ‘them’ Carolyn was referring to younger learners on the course with less 
experience of professional practice and the labour market. Many of the adult learners 
reflected Carolyn’s view about the relevance of the vocational aspects of their 
course. During the semester 1 focus group, the adult learners on the BA Acting 
Performance discussed the concept of personal and professional development as 
one that centred on young students with little experience of the labour market. 
  

We know the University do it, but what relevance does it have? It does feel like 
we’re rehashing the same subject every year...and for older students, most of us 
have clear ideas of what we want to do – our ambitions haven’t changed so it 
doesn’t feel relevant to us... (BA FG 1). 
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Commonly, the adult learners operationalized the term ‘life experience’ as capital to 
specifically critique the relevance of the vocational curriculum and associated 
institutional practices to adult learners. The adult learners frequently used forums for 
student feedback such as the semester focus groups to challenge the dominant 
vocational culture and practices of the institution that reflected ideas of vocationalism 
more suited to younger learners with less life experience capital.  
  
Instead, the benefits of HE study to adult learners in terms of employment often 
stemmed from the potential to open up a range of possibilities in diverse vocations, 
rather than the focussing and ‘training’ in one particular vocation. Even those who 
were starting afresh often also resisted the pressure to choose a specific vocation 
and work towards the skills needed for that vocation. Jonathan wanted to study 
something he had a passion for and although he had really enjoyed his studies he 
was uncomfortable with being asked to define himself in the labour market as part of 
his studies. 
 

I’m just trying to keep my mind as open as possible at the moment... even though 
they’re trying to focus me on certain things, cause he says you’ve got to try and 
focus if you wanna get in somewhere, rather than just saying I generally like doing 
it erm... (Jonathan). 

 
Their increased life experience capital meant employability was framed differently in 
their eyes. Due to knowledge and experience of the instability of the labour market, 
many of the adult learners focussed on the value of the transferable practices they 
were engaging with that enhanced their professional practice or prospects. Often 
those practices involved a degree of criticality they had developed as part of the 
academic curriculum and an ability to communicate that criticality in a more 
academic manner.  
 

It’s a result of the course and actually I can critique in what I see more, whereas I 
wouldn’t have done before... But now I’m thinking the way we do things is poor 
(John). 

 
Therefore resistance to competence based notions of employability allowed John to 
focus on other aspects of the curriculum that provide him emancipatory possibilities. 
Ironically, prior to the course John had no desire to move up the career ladder in his 
current role working with adults with learning disabilities, but due to his increased 
awareness of the injustices in his workplace, he wanted to move to more senior 
positions to make changes.  
 

I guess that I found as I’ve gone through it I’ve noticed some short falls in some of 
the areas and I think ‘I probably should apply for team leader roles’ where I can 
have more of a material impact on what happens (John). 

 
Resistance to the instrumentalism of the vocational curriculum enabled many of the 
adult learners to develop academic capital to question taken for granted assumptions 
about common practices in their workplaces with the possibility to effect change, 
rather than developing as compliant workers that can be exploited as part of a 
capitalist regime. 
 



289 
 

Discussion and conclusions 
The data presented here is different to the typical ways the adult learner experience 
of HE is presented in the current body of literature related to HIVE. Theories of 
resistance have enabled an alternative view of barriers to learning in, and transitions 
to, HE as issues that adult learners challenge, rather than overcome, to shape a 
version of HE that ‘works for them’.  
 
The data shows that as well as learning for the sake of learning and with this, 
keeping an open mind, the adult learners also valued the collective and social nature 
of HE in lifelong learning. Neoliberal ideology that narrowly frames HE in terms of the 
benefits to the individual and the economy only does not reflect the reality of these 
adult learners experiences. Instead, it has been shown to involve mutual respect and 
communication between peers and tutors, gaining different perspectives through 
shared experiences and effort over ability.  
 
The conceptualisation of lifelong learning by adult learners in this way operated as 
collective resistance, undermining the power structures that reduce a HE 
qualification to its exchange value in the labour market. This could be due to many 
adult learners already being in employment or paraprofessional roles therefore the 
HE qualification they are undertaking isn’t necessary for entry into the labour market, 
but for advancement within it. 
 
It may be that experience of an ever changing labour market meant these adult 
learners conceptions of employability were more akin to the graduate attributes of 
traditional HE, than the vocational competencies of a vocational HE. However, it is 
through embracing those attributes and in some cases resisting a vocational 
competencies model that the adult learners shaped their HE experience to reflect the 
type of HE they wished to undertake. In doing this, their experience was altogether 
more emancipating as they became active critical citizens in the labour market with 
the confidence to bring about change in the workplace. The way in which the 
learners viewed employability as the graduate attributes that they bring to 
employment could be conceptualised as ‘academic capital’ as distinguished from 
vocational competencies. The concepts of academic capital and life experience 
capital illuminate the dynamics of accommodation and resistance amongst adult 
learners in this context. Academic capital was often used as an indicator of esteem 
in the workplace that gave the adult learners the authority to question and challenge 
practice.  
 
The use of theories of resistance as an alternative lens to view this data leads to 
more general questions about the appropriateness of the HIVE curriculum for adult 
learners with regards to employability and mobility within the labour market. One of 
those questions is whether an overly instrumental focus on employability caters more 
for younger learners with little life experience and experience of the labour market. 
Another question concerns the extent to which the ambiguity surrounding the nature 
of HIVE diverts adult learners from traditional HE pathways more appropriate to their 
needs and expectations of HE. It is hoped that some of the question raised here will 
be addressed as part of the larger doctoral study from which this paper has 
emerged.  
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EFL book club and transformative learning: 

developing critical consciousness in the EFL 

classroom 

Ida Leal, South Thames College, UK 

Introduction 

 
Education does not make us educable. It is our awareness of being unfinished that 
makes us educable (Freire, 1995). 
 
Do not be confirmed to the patterns of this world, instead be transformed by the 
renewing of your mind (Romans 12v2). 

 
This paper aims to discuss the results of a qualitative Action Research study which 
aimed to capture the extent to which Book Club leads to transformative learning in 
the context of an English as a Foreign Language (EFL) classroom within a Further 
Education (FE) college. I contend that we see the world through the veil or screen of 
our frames of reference which have been learnt or assimilated throughout our lives.  
 
The hegemony of globalisation, neoliberal economics and English as an International 
language as inevitable and as vehicles to prosperity and forces for good, calls for 
educators, especially in these times, to empower their learners by providing 
opportunities in the classroom which foster and develop critical consciousness. 
Freire (1987) agrees and argues that being critically aware enables the learner to 
engage with the world with greater discernment, which is the premise underlying this 
paper. I maintain that taking an approach to teaching which fosters transformative 
learning helps to enable EFL learners to think more democratically and more 
critically, which in turn fosters a greater sense of agency in the construction and 
reconstruction of long-held beliefs or frames of reference, a skill which necessary to 
negotiate meaning and to navigate in the multi-cultural world they live in as Subjects 
rather than object. 

 
Background and rationale for the research 
This research project is informed by the findings of an earlier small-scale study which 
was designed mainly to alter beliefs and preconceptions regarding reading in English 
as a second language and to foster a love for reading. Upon further observation of 
these same learners and reflection-in-action (Schön, 1983), I noticed a change in 
their behaviour. They seemed much more critical and open to dialogue at a much 
deeper level, whilst also displaying a marked willingness and openness to other 
points of view and a desire to explore possibilities in class discussion that they had 
not considered in the past. In addition, and of great importance, was a sense of 
empowerment that was observable in the way they spoke and in the way they 
carried themselves. It was this ‘awakening’ that spurred me to conduct a fresh 
literature review.  
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Furthermore, I contend that the reason I was able to recognise this ‘awakening’ in 
my learners is due to the fact that I myself was also undergoing transformative 
learning. Mezirow (2009, 22) defines this learning as a ‘learning that transforms 
problematic frames of reference to make them more inclusive, discriminating, 
reflective, open and emotionally able to change’. Among the 10 stages outlined, the 
first is what is referred to as a ‘disorientating dilemma’ (Mezirow, 2009, 19). Early on 
in the BA in Lifelong Learning, I was experiencing an internal struggle, which was 
highly emotive. Along with a strong desire to learn and open my mind, there was also 
enormous anger and frustration as I was faced with ideas and concepts which not 
only challenged my established ways of thinking, but also compelled me to reflect 
critically, coupled with a profound need to voice these reflections. 

As I endeavoured to share what I was experiencing with a colleague, I found myself 
unable to express in words what I was feeling. Although I did not understand what 
was happening, I was acutely aware that I was in the process of extreme change. 
There was no doubt that it was profound and that I was changing the way I viewed 
the world and this directly affected my role as a teacher, which in turn impacted my 
perception of my learners.  

The fresh literature review led me to transformative learning theory and to conclude 
that the experiences of the learners described above, seem to align with Mezirow 
(2009, 20) and his idea that signs of transformation are not necessarily ‘epochal’ 
(involving dramatic or major changes) and may manifest incrementally and more 
subtly. Reflection-on-action (Schön, 1983) over a period of time accompanied by the 
fresh literature review, led me to the realisation that I had not been aware that 
implicit in the design of Book Club, were also conditions which promote or facilitate 
what Mezirow (2009, 22) refers to as transformative learning, namely, critical 
reflection and dialogue. 

According to Mezirow (2000, 16) a frame of reference is a meaning perspective or a 
‘structure of assumptions and expectations through which we filter sense 
impressions’. The role they play is significant in terms of determining how experience 
is interpreted. Frames of reference prompt a certain feeling, perception or 
expectation, which then determines whether the experience is subsequently 
appropriated and assimilated. This assimilation can be unconscious or deliberate 
(Mezirow, 2000, 17). A frame of reference consists of two dimensions: a habit of 
mind and resulting points of view. 

The findings of the earlier small-scale study revealed surprising evidence which 
would suggest that the participants involved in Book Club had experienced 
transformative learning in terms of re-framing their negative frame of reference 
regarding reading in English. Their previous habit of mind had now shifted to a 
positive attitude to reading, with all four of the participants expressing a positive shift 
in their attitudes to reading in English as well as increased levels of confidence, 
which had led to most of the participants feeling confident enough to read 
newspapers independently. Their preconceived ideas associated with reading in 
English as painstakingly slow, demoralising and boring have shifted and ‘re-framed’ 
and given three out of the four participants in the focus group, the confidence and 
desire to read newspapers in English. 
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Participants 
The first participant is a 42-year old woman from South Korea, who is married and 
has taken a year off from her work in the Cyber Crime division of Interpol to come to 
London with her husband. For the purposes of this paper she will be referred to as 
Jane in order to preserve her anonymity. She clearly identifies Confucianism as the 
foundation of her beliefs, values and frames of reference. 
 
Jane was born in 1972 and started school in 1977, which means that historically 
Korean education at the time focused on citizenship to embed loyalty and patriotism, 
whilst placing the spirit at the heart of Korean society despite the introduction of 
modernisation at the onset of the 1960’s (Sorenson, 1994). 
 
Patricia is a 24-old woman from Cameroon, who aims to gain a British degree. She 
comes from an extremely authoritarian and ageist culture, which attributes great 
value to qualifications. 

Both have received a Banking Model of education (Freire, 1972), especially in Jane’s 
case, which she highlights as extremely negative. ‘We just memorise…never 
discuss’. 

Literature review 
The fresh literature review has included Mezirow and Associates’ (2000) ‘Learning 
as Transformation’; Mezirow, Edward W. Taylor and Associates’ ‘Transformative 
Learning in Practice: Insights from Community, Workplace, and Higher Education’ 
(2009); Freire (1993, 1972) ‘Pedagogy of the Oppressed’; and C.Wright Mills (2000) 
‘The Sociological Imagination’. These have introduced me to critical theory, 
transformative learning theory, ‘conscientization’ and the ‘Banking Model’ of 
Education and the creation of the ‘sociological imagination’. Overall, this is the 
bedrock for this research project. 
 
In addition, the literature review led to Florio-Roune and DeTar (2001, xx-xxi) who 
also conducted a book club, the ‘Future Teachers’ Autobiography Club’. This was 
also set to be a platform for discussion, which bears striking similarities to Book 
Club, including the sharing of food to create an informal and comfortable 
environment, which reduces the affective filter and is conducive to promoting the 
sharing of opinions and ideas (Krashen,1988, 2003; Lantolf, 2000). It was exciting to 
see the similarities also extended to how it was experienced.  

Similarly, as the learners begin to settle down, there is a transition to more in depth 
discussion of the different books (graded readers) chosen by the learners, and 
eventual comparison to their own cultures, which will often go in different directions; 
it is not a linear process, nor is it static. The ‘Future Teachers’ Autobiography Club’ 
all read the same six books, which are life stories and stories of culture. Their 
experience of Vivian Paley’s book ‘White Teacher’ (1989) echoes the experience of 
the learners. 

As we begin our meal...we talk about Paley’s gradual insight into her own cultural 
background and her assumptions about others...we gradually  begin to talk in ways 
that feel less like a seminar...and more like a conversation among friends. 
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Discussion of findings 
The results of the semi-structured interviews revealed three salient themes where 
there is persuasive evidence which demonstrates that the participants exhibit signs 
of having undergone ‘perspective transformation’ (Mezirow, 2009) in the areas of: 
attitudes to learning English, freedom and heightened cultural awareness. 
  
Furthermore there are examples of what Freire (1972) refers to as ‘conscientization’ 
or critical consciousness, and how Book Club, through the books that are read and 
as Iser (1972) refers to as the ‘work’, fosters conditions for critical reflection. He 
explains that first, there is the ‘text’, and that it is through the interplay between the 
reader and the reader’s interpretation of the ‘text’, informed by the reader’s self-
narrative, that meaning is given. There is a constant reconstructing and constructing 
of meaning, which mirrors transformative learning. 
 
This process triggered critical reflection as they engaged with topics and issues not 
only from their reading, but also through dialogue, which in some cases compelled 
the participants to reassess and reconstruct their ‘frames of reference’ with a greater 
sense of agency and critical consciousness. hooks (2010, 46) reminds us that 
conversational learning is powerful and exposes us to ‘different ways of seeing and 
knowing’. Significantly, she emphasises that act of conversation can create a safe 
space which generates compassion. According to hooks (2010, 46) compassion is 
essential as it stimulates a desire to communicate and understand. 

These are learners who are no longer happy to blindly or passively accept ways of 
thinking without challenge. There has been an ‘awakening’ in their consciousness. 
Taylor and Jarecke (2009, 277) refer to a kind of learning which is profound and 
goes beyond instrumental learning, which seeks only to improve performance 
(Taylor, 2009, 20), whereas communicative learning is concerned with 
understanding what people mean when they communicate (Taylor, 2009, 20). Long-
held beliefs and values are called into question through dialogue, requiring critical 
reflection. This is learning where learners ‘experience personal social empowerment’ 
(Taylor and Jarecke, 2009, 277). 

One major theme of transformational learning was language learning, which also 
relates to King’s (1999) study which found that language learning is conducive to 
fostering transformative learning in English language learners. For example, Patricia 
described her experience of reading as purely instrumental.  

We just read to pass an exam...reading is just losing your time...reading is just for 
when you have to... Before, I was angry when I was reading and I don’t 
understand. I would just give up...How am I going to do it?...I was afraid to read 
and to explain in English...Now I sometimes find newspapers and I just pick it up 
and read a little bit. Before I was afraid. ..Yeah! it’s a big step! 

This is significant because it demonstrates a desire in Patricia to engage with 
reading as a social practice (Duncan, 2012). This is a dramatic paradigm shift for 
Patricia, which supports Duncan’s view (2012, 2) that there is persuasive evidence 
which strongly supports the notion that reading circles develop not only reading and 
discussion skills, but also ‘independent study skills, confidence as both readers and 
members of the community, the exploration of personal identity and the development 
of personal reading practices’.  



295 
 

Both participants expressed an increased desire to read more and increased 
confidence levels due to Book Club. This seems to be an example of what Duncan 
(2010) describes as a shift in “reading identity” and illustrates an example of 
“internal” change due to participation in Book Club. This change in perspective was 
incremental, occurring over a period of time, and as a result of feeling a sense of 
achievement at being able to finish an entire book and discuss it fluently and 
confidently. 

A second major theme of transformational learning was freedom. 

When I choose new book it was interesting because for example South Africa 
president... I choose Mandela’s book. He was famous in the world and I choose 
when he was not died. So... he is black president...so I heard his story but when I 
read the book I understand his life and why people choose... after I read book 
when I listened to the news about South Africa I interested in that news. It’s 
connected. 

Jane was intentional and discriminating in her book selection. Furthermore, her 
choice of book reveals a desire to explore and broaden her cultural awareness so as 
to open her mind (Cranton and Taylor, 2013, 37) to other ways of thinking and other 
ways of knowing, which are far- removed from her own (Belenky et al., 1997). It also 
demonstrates a willingness to change, which is one of the democratic ideals in 
communicative learning as stipulated by Mezirow (2009) and is also an example of 
what Florio-Roune and DeTar (2001) describe as ‘cultural imagination’. There is 
reasonable evidence to suggest that Jane is experiencing the beginnings of 
conscientization or critical consciousness as she demonstrates signs of ‘reading the 
world’ (Freire and Macedo, 1987).    

So... when I came here I saw another country classmates and they are very free!! I 
was surprised and I wanted to be like them! 

It suggests that this participant was actively seeking perspective transformation 
when she chose her book and in so doing, consciously exposed herself to other 
cultures, which would inevitably come laden with values and ideologies. These would 
most certainly conflict with her firmly established identity and yet she takes the risk. 

Jane explains that because of her Confucian principles she had always obeyed 
teachers and parents. And now realises she had been conditioned to conform and 
follow convention unquestioningly. There is also convincing evidence to suggest that 
this is also an example of what Freire (1993) means by ‘conscientization’ and 
Habermas (no date, cited in Mezirow, 1981, 7) as emancipatory action, which is 
when taken-for-granted social roles and expectations and habitual ways of behaving 
are challenged by the process, Freire (1972) calls these ‘problem-posing’.  

My background culture is Confucianism I checked this. Children respect parent 
and teachers. So when I was growing up I didn’t have questions for anything 
because children respect adults because Confucianism, so I ALWAYS obeyed 
people in authority. So when I had Book Club it’s very useful for me to read the 
book and then explain to another classmate...I have chance to explain my book 
and I give my opinion to another classmate. I share my opinion. It’s very good. 



296 
 

Jane comes from a Banking Model of education, which is designed to destroy any 
desire to question and renders individuals passive and unable to think critically. 
Added to this, her society is underpinned by the Confucian saying ‘Silence is Gold’ 
and expressing one’s opinion is frowned upon. This is maintained through the threat 
of alienation. Despite these seemingly insurmountable obstacles, Jane is engaging 
in what Brookfield (1995) describes as ideology critique.   

Jane selected Bacon’s  painting Three sides of Freud, as a metaphor to represent 
how not being able to speak fluently in English constrains her and  also to represent 
the freedom she longs for. Initially, she feels trapped, but there is now more space, 
which she explains represents an increase in self-confidence.  

The affective factor, which Mezirow (2009) has been criticised for not addressing in 
depth would seem to be a significant factor in her transformative learning. Her 
feelings and emotions are powerful and have played a major role, compelling her to 
critically reflect and challenge the values and beliefs that had been assimilated 
unquestioningly. 

Jane:  My speaking is not good. So when I speaking during the Book Club I’m like 
him, sitting on the chair and I want to go out of the swing. 

Researcher: So ...does that mean that in this painting he’s trapped? 

Jane: Yes, so this colour (the golden yellow)...it’s very beautiful...so if I stand 
outside, I can enjoy this space. 

Researcher: And that space represents? 

Jane: Free! 

Vygotsky (2012) explains that the ‘flow of thought is not accompanied by a 
simultaneous unfolding of speech’ and he stresses that the cognitive process has its 
own framework and reminds us that the transition from thought to the speech act is 
not an easy one. He adds, ‘Every sentence that we say... has some kind of subtext, 
a thought behind it’ and cannot be underestimated (Vygotsky, 2012, 264-5). 

Jane is illustrating the internal struggle, which can be involved in perspective 
transformation, and which Meizirow (2009, 19) describes as Phase 2, where there is 
a ‘recognition of a connection between one’s discontent and the process of 
transformation’.   

In their work on women and women’s ways of knowing, Belenky et al.(1997), the 
interviews revealed that when women afford greater significance to external or other 
voices as the source of truth, this knowledge is ‘ received and procedural knowledge’ 
and that the ‘sense of self is embedded either in external definitions and roles or in 
identifications with institutions...’. They suggest there is a correlation with women 
who gain fulfilment from pleasing others or measuring up to external standards-in 
being ‘the good woman’ or ‘the good student’ or ‘the successful woman who has 
made it in the world’. Jane explains that one of the reasons why she feels torn about 
embracing the change, the freedom she claims to desire or aspire to is that she 
enjoys the approval, validation and praise she receives when she complies with the 
stereotypical roles and principles of Confucianism.  
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Because my parents say ‘You are very good child’... my friends say ‘You are very 
good person’... my colleagues ‘Oh! You are the best partner!’ I want to be that kind 
of person. I always give something to everyone so that they will tell me ‘Oh! You 
are a very kind person!’ 

This seems to be an example of what Mills (2000) refers to as the problem of ‘the 
cheerful robot’ and asserts that apparent desire for freedom is not inherent in man. 
Jane refers to the fear that came with that desire for freedom. Her fears of alienation 
and losing the comfort and security of the life and reality she has known. 

The third theme highlighted was heightened cultural awareness. 

Jane: So...another for example...I read Barack Obama book...yeah...before I liked 
Barack Obama...who is president...yeah...he’s a good person... I just know 
information about him...and I read Barack Obama story book...yeah...Why in 
America big issue Barack Obama’s religion?...and then...Why Barack Obama 
wanted to change the politics in the USA? ... and in the world... in Afghanistan... 
Why USA fight Afghanistan? Before I don’t...didn’t interested in that kind of book. 
It’s not my life. 

Researcher: So you weren’t interested...it was completely... 

Jane: Different.  

Researcher: From you...separate from you? 

Jane: Yeah, I didn’t even think about it. 

There is evidence to show that she is beginning to ‘read the world and then the text’ 
(Freire and Macedo, 1987, 49) by unmasking and deciphering the ideologies, 
underpinning texts, institutions, social and cultural practices. She is showing signs of 
critical consciousness and engagement with the world as a Subject and no longer an 
object. 

…they perceive that through their consciousness, even when they are not makers 
of their social reality, they transcend the constituting reality and question it... 
students assume a critical posture to the extent that they comprehend how and 
what constitutes the consciousness of the world (Freire and Macedo,1987, 49). 

Conclusion 
To conclude, there was evidence which strongly supports the ideas of Freire (1972) 
and C. Wright Mills (2000), who highlight the detrimental effects of a Banking Model 
of education, which is characteristically ‘necrophilic’ as the relentless process of 
narration eradicates critical consciousness and the desire to question, producing 
‘Cheerful Robots’, who can no longer make the effort to question the existing power 
system.  
 
Book Club does seem to foster transformative learning through the generation of 
critical reflection triggered in the reading process, the reconstruction and 
construction of frames of reference, combined with the ensuing dialogue and 
conversational learning which took place leading to the questioning and challenging 
of long-held beliefs that raised critical consciousness in the participants. Therefore, 
the findings support the need for an adult education theory which incorporates 
English Language Learning and transformative learning theory. 
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Reconceptualising vocational/occupational 
pedagogy: terminology, scope and framework 

Sai Loo, University College London, UK 

Introduction 
Debates about vocational learning and teaching have been around for some 
decades and there are still unresolved issues such as the definitions of 
vocationalism and vocational pedagogy (Loo and Maxwell, 2014). This paper 
explores the latter issue not from the traditional English ‘constructions’ of the 
academic-vocational division or the socio-cultural perspectives. To some extent, it 
may be argued that the peculiarity of the English ‘constructions’ have impeded the 
understanding and development of vocational education in the further education (FE) 
sector in England in some fundamental areas such as the characteristics of this form 
of learning and the pedagogic activities of teachers on such programmes. In order to 
start ‘afresh’ the study of this type of education topic, the relational terms of 
‘occupation’ and ‘pedagogy’ (Loo, 2012) and occupational pedagogy are used. This 
pedagogy uses forms of recontextualisation to understand how certain forms of 
knowledge such as occupational, disciplinary and pedagogic are acquired and 
applied in teaching contexts across the adult sectors of FE, and higher education 
including professional-related education. 
 
From the perspectives of the SCUTREA Conference, the related themes include: 
work-related and professional learning (as it includes participants who are or have 
been in occupations other than teaching), vocational learning (from the perspectives 
of teachers learning to teach on occupational courses as well as them learning to 
work in their occupational settings), pedagogy (refers to examining how these 
teachers with occupational knowhow use their pedagogic, occupational and life 
experiences towards their eventual teaching activities in their different pedagogic 
settings) and informal learning (forms part of the range of learning by the adult 
participants in teaching and occupational settings).  
 
Theoretical frameworks  
This literature review draws on a relational approach to defining knowledge from 
pedagogical and occupational perspectives. These knowledge perspectives include 
disciplinary, pedagogic, biographical, and occupational. Varying forms of 
recontextualisation are used alongside the types of knowledge to create a new 
theoretical framework to study how ‘knowledges’ are acquired and applied to the 
teaching of occupational courses. 
 
This section draws on two groups of literature sources: the ‘typologists’ and the 
‘recontextualisationists’. From the ‘typologists’ group, this paper draws on the 
relevant existing literature in relation to the forms of knowledge. Becher (1992) and 
Smeby (1994) provided typologies of the major disciplinary areas (such as biology 
and mathematics) in higher education and this paper draws on these types to 
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distinguish them from those used in education and occupation-related knowledge 
forms for the purposes of teaching.  

Shulman (1987), Loughran, Mitchell and Mitchell (2003), Verloop, Van Driel and 
Meijer (2001), Clandinin (1985) and Loo (2012; 2014), though not an exhaustive list 
of contributors, offer varying typologies of teacher knowledge for the compulsory 
education sectors except for the last contributor. These forms of knowledge have 
relevance for occupational forms of knowledge and the conceptual framework will 
draw on these in the Discussion section. Shulman (1987) offered seven types of 
teacher knowledge and they relate to: content, curriculum, general pedagogy, 
learners, educational contexts and values.  
 
In the other four studies, Loughran et al. (2003) explored the professional knowledge 
of teachers and focussed on the tacit aspects such as peer learning by students and 
sharing intellectual control with learners. Verloop et al. (2001) provided a typology of 
six forms of teacher knowledge such as subject matter, students, student learning 
and curriculum related areas. This study concentrated on the teachers’ cognitive 
interactions of subject matter and students’ learning. Clandinin (1985) used the term, 
‘personal practical knowledge’ to define teachers’ lives involving their personal and 
professional experiences alongside emotional and moralistic elements. Loo (2012; 
2014) expanded the above classifications by the inclusion of knowhow of teachers 
with occupational knowledge and experiences.  
 
From the ‘recontextualisationists’ group, Young (2013) echoes the importance of 
‘powerful knowledge’ in the curriculum with the notion of recontextualisation as a 
process in which knowledge is required and learnt. Teaching knowledge is 
complicated by the fact that the ‘knowledge’ teachers require is associated with 
disciplinary, occupation-related experiences, pedagogic and life experiences to form 
the complex interaction of ‘knowledges’ in their pedagogic activities.  
 
Bernstein’s (1990) offers a binary division of vertical and horizontal knowledge where 
the vertical form is explicit, coherent and systematically structured and the horizontal 
form is verbal, tacit and has context. Vertical knowledge is transmitted in teaching via 
the process of recontextualisation (Bernstein 1990, 185), which regulates ‘not only 
selection, sequence, pace, and relations with other subjects, but also the theory of 
instruction from which the transmission rules are derived’. 
 
This recontextualisation process is further developed by the ‘post-Bernsteinians’ 
such as Barnett (2006), Evans et al. (2010) and Loo (2012; 2014). Barnett (2006, 
147) focused on vocational teaching and learning with his reclassificatory and 
pedagogic recontextualisation where the former is seen as a ‘toolbox of applicable 
knowledge’ and the latter, a bridge between ‘vocational pedagogy and disciplinary 
knowledge’. For Evans et al. (2010), they offer deeper insights into how people learn 
with their four forms of recontextualisation: Content (theoretical knowledge is 
selected for learners’ learning); Pedagogic (theoretical and everyday knowledge is 
included in the curriculum); Learner (where they apply strategies to combine 
theoretical and work-related knowledge); and Workplace (where learners learn in 
work settings via supportive structures e.g. mentoring). Loo focuses on the 
acquisition and application of teachers’ occupational, pedagogic and life experiences 
and knowledge in their teaching with three recontextualisation approaches (specific, 
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metaphor/analogy and generic) (Loo, 2012), and two forms of ‘ongoing 
recontextualisation’ (disciplinary knowledge between subject areas and between 
disciplinary knowledge and everyday experiences) (Loo, 2014).  
These forms of teacher knowledge and recontextualisation processes form the 
backdrop to the Occupational Pedagogy Conceptual Framework (see figure 1). 
 
 

 
 
 
Details of the project  
The research questions are: 

1. What is occupational pedagogy? 
2. How is its related knowledge acquired and applied by those teaching on the 

programmes? 
 

The findings are based on a project which has been approved by the institution 
Ethics Committee and drawn up according to the BERA ethical guidelines. The 
research methodologies that were used included: questionnaire survey, one-to-one 
semi-structured interviews, and documentary evidence. Using a purposive approach, 
there were 21 volunteers participants teaching on occupational programmes. These 
programmes ranged from the conventional vocational courses (e.g. art, fashion 
design, gas servicing, equine and travel and tourism) at the pre-university level; 
higher vocational programmes at the first degree level (e.g. dental hygiene and 
accounting (AAT)); and professional programmes (e.g. relating to the training of 
general practitioners and emergency medicine clinicians). The details of the 
participants from the questionnaire included: gender (12 females and 9 males); age 
range (7 in their 50s, 9 40s and 4 30s); academic qualifications (all had level 4 or 
higher); teaching qualifications (all either had obtained related qualifications or in the 
process of obtaining them); types of employment (13 in full-time and 8 part-time); 
and as practitioners and teachers (10 currently and 11 practised previously). In terms 
of the duration of the interviews, either face-to-face, Skype or telephone, all of these 
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were of varying duration from 45 to 90 minutes with one exception at 39 minutes. 
These were transcribed before analysis was carried out. 
The findings of the project were arrived at after using the following analytical 
approaches: noting patterns, themes and trends; clustering of items into categories; 
using narratives for rich descriptions; and interpreting the data (Cohen et al. 2000).  
 
Discussion 
Part of the data analysis involved the identification of phrases, patterns and themes 
used by the participants of three levels of provisions (pre-university, first 
degree/undergraduate and its equivalent and professional) alongside the relevant 
literature sources to create an Occupational Pedagogy Conceptual Framework 
(Figure 1). Participants viewed their teaching activities from two practice 
dimensions/strands: teaching and occupational. The pedagogic strand relates to 
their teaching activities where related knowledge is acquired and used for the 
delivery of the programme content on areas such as equine studies, dental hygiene 
and emergency medicine. The occupational strand refers to the practitioners’ 
practice from their acquisition of the related knowhow and experiences to applying 
them in their occupational practices and eventually using the knowhow into their 
teaching. The two ‘Practices’ dimensions in the framework are called ‘Teaching’ (for 
the former) and ‘Occupational’ (the latter). In addition to the strands, the participants 
also distinguished the two different types of knowledge: one related to their 
occupations and the other, teaching. These two distinctions and dimensions will be 
used as a structuring device to discussing the framework where the teaching and 
occupational activities are explained though the ordering of activities, which varies 
from person to person. The remainder of this section refers to the characteristics of 
occupational pedagogy. 
 
Occupational practices 
Terms to describe knowledge such as theoretical knowledge, classroom based 
theory, subject specific knowledge and basic science knowledge were used to 
denote knowledge of the disciplines, which Becher (1992) and Smeby (1994) 
investigated in higher education. These types of disciplinary knowledge are 
dependent on the occupational areas they relate to such as geography with the 
airline industry; physics, anatomy and psychology with the equine sector; 
mathematics with accountancy; biology, anatomy and psychology with dental 
studies; and biology, pathology, anatomy and pharmacology with clinical studies. 
These disciplinary knowledge(s) are however different to the knowledge that is used 
in the related occupations (occupational knowledge) as the participants used terms 
such as ‘dental relevance’ and the ‘need to relate to the profession, which is second 
nature to me’. This difference may be accounted for via the Disciplinary 
recontextualisation (DR) process where disciplinary knowledge is used as a 
theoretical basis where relevant aspects of the knowledge are chosen and made 
relevant to the specific occupational need. An example of this is the endocrine 
system in dental hygiene. The basic science knowledge of the endocrine system 
needs to relate to the dental aspect such as deficiency or excess secretion of the 
hormones in the body and the impact on the mouth’ (OP9).  
 
The above form of occupational knowledge may not only be explicit or codified. 
Others such as OP5, a fashion and textiles designer and teacher referred to her 
knowhow from using materials such as yarn, silk and cashmere and from attending 
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related exhibitions (e.g. Alexander McQueen exhibition at the Victoria and Albert 
Museum 2015) and from observing and speaking with practitioners and colleagues 
(occupational and teaching practices). The tacit knowhow of the different materials is 
different to Polanyi’s (1966) tacit knowledge of the sciences whereas Nonaka and 
Takeuchi’s (1995) socio-cultural perspectives of tacit knowledge as a common 
resource have resonances with the participant’s knowledge base via her colleagues. 
 
The explicit and tacit occupational knowledge undergoes a further process – 
Occupational recontextualisation (OR) – where the knowledge is applied in 
occupational contexts: known as applied occupational knowledge. Emergency 
Medicine ‘is a speciality in which doctors use their knowledge and skills to recognise 
and treat the acute, urgent, and emergency aspects of illness and injury affecting 
patients of all age groups’ (The College of Emergency Medicine 2015). The EM 
clinician (OP18) described his knowledge of anatomy (specifically lungs and related 
areas of breathing) acquired from his medical school studies and since working in 
the accident and emergency department, had forgotten the theoretical knowledge, 
which was not relevant to his occupational practice. He used the term ‘pathway 
recognition’ (others used similar terms like ‘pattern recognition’) to highlight how he 
used his respiratory-related knowledge to recognise symptoms, order chest X-rays to 
be done and carry out preventative procedures to treat the patient safely.  
 
OR as evidenced from the empirical data involves not only occupational experiences 
but also real-life experiences as exemplified by OP16, an EM consultant. The result 
of this process is applied occupational knowledge. He interacts with a variety of 
people such as junior doctors, consultant colleagues, ambulance crews, patients, 
and relatives, nursing staff, and the police. He described his practical clinical 
experiences as a steep learning curve after having graduated from clinical training 
where he ‘learnt the organisation system’s culture of the hospital he worked at, kept 
the consultants happy, and learnt how to make decisions’. In addition, his current 
role as an EM consultant requires not only the application of his occupational 
knowledge but much more by his interactions with relevant stakeholders with 
different professional trainings, backgrounds and life experiences. For OP16, EM is 
more than a science discipline but a social science discipline because of his need to 
be aware of the socio-cultural environments around him and his dealings with a 
range of stakeholders with differing agendas. The social science approach to this 
specific occupational practice where it is bounded by the regulations and training 
(The College of Emergency Medicine 2015), and practices of this occupation within 
specific work contexts (such as A&E department in a specific hospital) and 
interactions with related stakeholders may relate to Spencer’s (Dingwall et al., 1995) 
notion of ‘occupational ecology’ with all the complexities and specificities of that 
occupation. 
 
The above discussion referred to differing forms of knowledge. These might include 
codified and tacit forms as well as discipline-based (Becher, 1992), occupation-
based (Loo, 2012) and real-life varieties (Clandinnin, 1985). 
 
Teaching practices 
Like in the occupational strand, teachers use concepts from disciplines such as 
psychology, sociology and management in their pedagogic activities. From the 
empirical data, these theories included behaviourist, social constructivist, 
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kinaesthetic learning theories and spiral curriculum. The theoretical knowledge 
relates to knowledge types by Shulman (1987) and Verloop et al. (2001). For OP1 in 
teaching gas boiler installation, he indicated that teaching was ‘built up layer-by-
layer’ starting from the basic theoretical knowledge of physics to gas and combustion 
to the eventual installation of the boiler. He first ascertained the knowledge of his 
learners and from there using a social constructivist approach increased their 
learners’ knowledge, abilities and skills that were relevant to the programme 
specifications. This DR process enables OP1 to use the knowledge from Physics as 
a starting basis to relate it to the teaching of gas installation.  
 
Moving from the knowledge acquisition to knowledge application, OP10, a qualified 
dentist and a dental officer for 32 years and currently teaching dental hygiene, 
explained this process: ‘Having worked with my own patients for a large number of 
years, I am able to relate the theoretical teaching to real life’.      
 
For OP10, real life experiences referred to both her occupational experiences and 
her life experiences (Clandinin, 1985; Loo, 2012, 2014) in communicating, 
empathizing and emotionally connecting with people. OP9, also teaching dental 
hygiene, used the ‘snail’ analogy of her students coming out of their shells and 
exploring the environment when they feel safe/comfortable to do so (in receptive 
learning mode) and retreating into their shells when they do not. This creation of a 
supportive learning environment offers another perspective of the Pedagogic 
recontextualisation (PR) process where the pedagogic knowledge is applied in the 
teaching context. Other participants (OP5 and OP12) mentioned the need for 
learners to experiment in their learning activities. 
 
Occupational pedagogy 
To date, this section has focused on the two strands of practices and these activities 
require a final process as evidenced from the empirical data of combining the 
teaching and occupational knowhow into a final process: Integrated applied 
recontextualisation (IAR), where teaching and occupational knowhow are combined 
for learners to acquire and apply the knowledge, abilities and skills (Occupational 
capacities) that are needed in their occupational practices. OP14, teaching dental 
hygiene, described this process as a ‘challenging mix of disciplinary and pedagogic 
knowledge and experiences (occupational and life) to bring together in a teaching 
session’. Participants also described the need for teachers to have a link between 
teaching and occupational experiences and this symbiotic relationship goes both 
ways in helping them to be more confident teachers and practitioners. They use 
analogies and narratives from occupational and real-life experiences, and hands-on 
practical activities and demonstrations as examples of pedagogic approaches to 
engaging the learners. For OP11, practising dental hygienist and teacher described 
occupational experiences as the ‘bedrock of your teaching’.  
 
The two forms of DR processes are further developments of Evan’s et al. (2010) 
Content recontextualisation because they not only select and modify codified 
knowledge but they offer understandings of how the relevant knowledge(s) are 
changed for teaching and occupational practices. In so doing, disciplinary knowledge 
is transformed for the purposes of the related practice. Similarly, Evan et al.’s (2010) 
Pedagogic recontextualisation process offers a starting basis for the understanding 
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of the PR process in this framework but not the OR process which is specific to the 
occupational activities. 
 
Finally, the characteristics of occupational pedagogy are: 

 Recognisable pathways to occupational work though some courses (e.g. GPs 
and EMs) have clearer pathways than others (e.g. Equine studies and Art and 
Design). 

 Occupational pathways are clearer the higher the academic levels of the 
related occupational programmes are. 

 Two strands of practices exist: teaching and occupational where disciplinary 
knowledge is initially used to provide ‘practice relevance’ (teaching and 
occupational) on the related programme.  

 Integrated applied recontextualisation provides an understanding of how 
teaching and occupational knowhow are combined using teaching strategies 
such as analogies, narratives, demonstrations and hands-on practices to 
engage participants with learning. 

 Knowledge, abilities and skills (occupational capacities) are acquired from the 
courses, which are relevant to the related occupational practices. 

 Deliverers require the relevant occupational experiences (alongside life 
experiences) to teach on the courses. 

 In order for a deliverer to maintain her/his on-going professionalization, 
continuous professional development (CPD) needs to include the two practice 
strands.   

 
Contributions and implications  
From the empirical data and discussions of teaching of occupational programmes, 
the characteristics of occupational pedagogy are identified. These characteristics 
provide an overall understanding of how certain forms of knowledge such as 
disciplinary knowledge are modified through the different socio-cultural contexts, 
which relate to pedagogic and occupational ways of teaching and working. The 
paper also offers a new theoretical framework to understanding how certain forms of 
knowledge (such as occupational knowledge) are utilised by teachers towards their 
eventual pedagogic strategies through the different processes of recontextualisation. 
From the framework, new forms of recontextualisation were identified such as OR 
and IAR.  
 
This study has implications for teachers, managers and policy makers of 
occupational courses. For the users, the findings offer a nuanced understanding of 
the sources and types of knowledge that are acquired and recontextualised for the 
purposes of teaching and working in the related occupational areas. This 
understanding also legitimizes the occupational experiences (including ‘occupational 
ecology’ related understandings) of these deliverers in their teaching activities 
alongside their pedagogic and life experiences. This greater understanding has 
implications for the training of teachers in occupational programmes and their CPD 
as professional teachers and practitioners in their specialisms. Managers of these 
courses need to empathize with these deliverers and support their deliverers’ 
professional needs to update their pedagogic and occupational knowhow. The offers 
of relevant CPD opportunities both in terms of space, time and financial supports are 
needed. Policy makers need to acknowledge the complexities of teaching on 
occupational programmes and that the curriculum, professional staff and institutions 
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are adequately supported. They also need to set up supportive frameworks, which 
facilitate collaborations with other related stakeholders such as occupational/ 
professional bodies, quangos and researchers in order to add to the currently 
inadequate knowledge base.  
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Using a collaborative approach of peer reflective 
practice and evidence based research for trainee 
teachers (with vocational/occupational experiences) 
to learn to be ‘quality’ teachers in the Further 
Education sector in England 

Sai Loo, University College London, UK 

Introduction  

This paper offers an approach to training teachers who have experiences from 
industry in addition to their teaching experiences, which will be known as 
occupational/vocational experiences. The offer of this approach includes 
collaboration involving peer review of trainee teachers and evidence based research 
in the field of further education (FE). The quality of this training involves a ‘360 
degree’ approach of linking disciplinary and pedagogic knowledge. 
 
The background to this paper relates to (a) the international debates surrounding 
education and (b) the changing landscape of the FE sector. In terms of the 
international dimension, these are: the growing importance of teaching knowledge 
and its pedagogic application, and the perception of teaching as a complex activity 
(Tatto, 2013). 
 
From the FE perspectives, there are the revised publications of Teaching and 
Training Qualifications for the Further Education and Skills Sector in England 
(Learning and Skills Improvement Service [LSIS], 2013) and Professional Standards 
for Teachers and Trainers in England (Pye Tait Consulting, 2014). Despite these 
publications, it was no longer mandatory for FE teachers to acquire a teaching 
qualification (BIS 2012), which may have significant implications for teacher training. 
Teaching institutions in the FE sector may be tempted to use the 30 hours of 
continuous professional development per annum rule (BIS, 2012) to offer teachers 
without teaching qualifications ‘top-up’ pedagogic activities. However, the quality of 
this provision might be questioned. Similarly, the traditional role of higher education 
institutions (HEIs) offering teacher education (e.g. in-service courses) in the sector is 
also open to debate, in part due to the HEIs’ ad hoc and insufficient emphasis on the 
research base and theorization of pedagogic practices in relation to the sector. The 
assertion of this paper is that the under-researched and under-theorized field of FE 
teacher education should be reversed. There needs to be much greater collaboration 
between FE institutions, HEIs and relevant stakeholders with an emphasis on 
knowledge, both disciplinary and pedagogic, at the heart of teacher education. This 
collaborative and evidence-based approach would redefine the teacher education 
landscape in the sector where meaningful partnerships could be formed. 

The paper covers several themes of this SCUTREA Conference namely: higher 
education (in teacher training), work-related (teachers with occupational 
experiences) and professional learning (as FE teachers), vocational learning (as 
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deliverers in vocational courses) and pedagogy (as teachers and learners).  
 
 
Theoretical frameworks 
This section draws on two groups of literature sources: ‘the curriculum-related’ and 
the ‘typologists’. From ‘the curriculum-related’ group, Young (2013) offers ‘powerful 
knowledge’ as a means of emphasizing the importance of knowledge as content in 
the curriculum. Teacher education in the sector is complicated by the fact that the 
‘knowledge’ of trainee teachers includes disciplinary, occupation-related 
experiences, pedagogic and life experiences.  
 
The ‘Powerful knowledge’ concept may be traced to Bernstein’s (1990) binary 
division of vertical and horizontal knowledge where vertical knowledge is transmitted 
in teacher education via the process of recontextualisation (Bernstein 1990, 185), 
which regulates ‘not only selection, sequence, pace, and relations with other 
subjects, but also the theory of instruction from which the transmission rules are 
derived’. 
 
This recontextualisation process is further developed by others such as Barnett 
(2006) and Evans et al. (2010). Barnett focused on vocational teaching and learning 
with his reclassificatory and pedagogic recontextualisation processes. For Evans et 
al (2010), they offer deeper insights into how people learn with their four forms of 
recontextualisation: Content (theoretical knowledge is selected for learners’ 
learning); Pedagogic (theoretical and everyday knowledge is included in the 
curriculum); Learner (where they apply strategies to combine theoretical and work-
related knowledge); and Workplace (where learners learn in work settings via 
supportive structures e.g. mentoring). 
 
In terms of the ‘typologist’ group, this paper draws on the relevant existing literature 
by Shulman (1987), Loughran. Mitchell and Mitchell (2003), Verloop, Van Driel and 
Meijer (2001) and Clandinin (1985) as regards to pedagogic knowledge. Shulman 
(1987) offered seven types of teacher knowledge including: content knowledge 
(knowledge and skills for learning), curriculum knowledge (‘tools of the trade’ such as 
knowledge of materials for use in teaching), and general pedagogical knowledge 
(strategies and rules around classroom management). Loughran et al. (2003) 
explored the professional knowledge of teachers with their twelve ‘Principles of 
teaching for quality learning’ in which they focussed on the tacit elements such as 
peer learning by students and sharing intellectual control with learners. Verloop et al. 
(2001) provided a typology of six forms of teacher knowledge such as subject matter, 
students, student learning and curriculum related areas. This study concentrated on 
the teachers’ cognitive interactions of subject matter and students’ learning. 
Clandinin (1985) used the term, ‘personal practical knowledge’ to denote teachers’ 
lives involving their personal and professional experiences alongside emotional and 
moralistic elements.  
 
In summary, Shulman offered a listing of teachers’ knowledge whereas Loughran et 
al. focused on the tacit elements. Verloop et al. studied the interactions and 
relationships between curriculum and learners and Clandinin injected the personal 
elements of teachers’ knowhow. All the four sources offer different approaches to 
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understanding teacher knowledge and Clandinin’s study opened the possibility of 
including an occupational dimension. 

 
Details of the projects  
The two projects were funded by the Work-Based Learning for Education 
Professionals Centre, UCL Institute of Education, University College London. The 
centre was funded by the Higher Education Academy. The projects were drawn up in 
accordance with the British Educational Research Association ethical guidelines and 
approved by the above institution. Project 1 focused on the types and application of 
knowledge in teaching activities in the FE sector (Loo, 2012) and Project 2 identified 
a structured approach to facilitating FE teachers’ practices through the use of 
digitally recorded teaching sessions (Loo, 2013). The relevance of the findings from 
Project 1 relates to the need to carry out research in the area of teacher knowledge 
where a significant percentage of the FE teachers deliver vocational courses. The 
findings from Project 2 offer a collaborative approach using reflective peer reviews to 
improve teaching. The findings from the two projects are used in this paper to 
provide a new direction to FE teacher education, where at present the training is 
inconsistent and under-developed as regards to integrating disciplinary and 
pedagogic knowledge. 
 
In terms of the research methodologies employed by the projects, Project 1 included 
a questionnaire survey and semi-structured interviews (from 45 to 90 minutes in 
length). Project 2 employed digital recordings of six participants’ teaching to similar 
cohorts of learners over three different sessions and a questionnaire survey. This 
approach is used in order to prevent abnormal student behaviour over the use of 
digital recording equipment. Each participant chose a recording and these were used 
in peer review process in focus groups where the participants and researcher 
discussed the activities within a structured framework of multimodality (Kress, 2010) 
and reflective peer review (Pollard et al., 2008). All the participants were former 
trainee teachers on the Postgraduate Certificate of Education (Post-
compulsory/FE)(PGCE) programme at the same institution at various times. The 
researcher of the projects was a tutor on the programme. There were 8 volunteers in 
the first project and 6 in the second one, with 5 taking part in both projects and the 
combined total of the two projects were 9 participants. 
 
The findings of the two projects were arrived at after using the following analytical 
approaches: noting patterns, themes and trends; clustering of items into categories; 
using narratives for rich descriptions; and interpreting the data (Cohen et al., 2000). 
These findings are then used in relation to the aims of this paper. 
 
Discussions 
This section is divided into two parts with the first focussing on the need for more 
evidence based research in order that this is included in the teacher training 
curriculum, and the second part relates to an integrated approach of disciplinary and 
pedagogic knowledge in teacher education. 
 
The previous FENTO (1999, 1) standards mentioned knowledge as one of the three 
elements in FE teacher qualification standards. They are: domain-wide knowledge 
(that applied to all areas of teaching such as adult literature, vocational and 
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academic subjects); generic knowledge (which related to each standard); and 
essential knowledge (which related to specific aspects of each standard). Despite 
being a prescriptive competence-based listing of items from pages 5 to 41, and it 
does introduce the idea of knowledge into the professional training of teachers, 
which is a positive but the sources and descriptions of knowledge from research-
based literature were not indicated.  
 
Referring to the current set of qualifications (LSIS, 2013), this 38-page document 
focuses on the learner, i.e. trainee teacher in linking theory such as subject and 
pedagogic knowledge and practice, encourages trainees to learn from other 
practitioners, and recognizes the trainee teacher’s experiences and skills. Like the 
FENTO standards, there is a nod to the relevance of teaching knowledge but like the 
previous standard, there are no further details about the sources, descriptions and 
possible applications of teaching knowledge to the training of teachers. There is, 
however, a movement from a prescriptive and competence-driven list of learning 
outcomes (FENTO standards) to a more pathway-based series of training 
programmes of three levels (LSIS standards). There are also commonalities 
between the two sets of qualifications such as the need for collaboration, a nod to 
research and professional development, and an effort to inject knowledge into the 
training of teachers. 
 
From the two latest standards, there is evidence that teaching knowledge needs to 
play a more prominent role in the teacher education curriculum and that more 
evidence based research is required in the sector on what constitutes teaching 
knowledge from the perspectives of the sources, types and descriptions (bearing in 
mind the significance of vocational provisions in the sector) and applications in 
teaching activities. Drawing from the findings from Project 1 (Loo, 2012) and the 
literature review in earlier sections, there is a need to add to the current list of 
teaching knowledge as indicated earlier from the  ‘typologists’ list. As shown from the 
findings of Project 1 (Loo, 2012), the themes relating to teaching knowledge are 
identified and that they require further research. These themes included: the 
acquisition and application of teaching knowledge from the dimensions of teaching 
and occupational experiences; the push for continuous professional development of 
teachers; and the complexities relating to this sector such as the identification of 
non-teaching occupational contexts, the complexities of teaching contexts, and the 
different pathways and routes a qualified FE teacher may take over the two levels of 
occupational/professional and pedagogic activity. 
 
Turning to an integrated approach in teacher training, Project 2 applied a 
collaborative and reflective peer reviewed approach to facilitating trainee teachers in 
the FE sector to enhance their teaching. Collaboration means that the participants 
are involved in the project with the aim of using their digitally recorded teaching 
sessions for them to discuss their teaching activities via a multimodality framework. 
Reflective peer review involves coming together at a location to review and discuss 
their recorded sessions in a constructive and supportive manner. These participants 
have different disciplinary specialisms and pedagogic experiences in addition to their 
occupational experiences. The two relevant themes arising from the findings of the 
project in relation to this paper are learning from peer review interaction beyond the 
digitally recorded session and the perception of reality (Loo, 2013). 
 



313 
 

Using one specific digitally recorded teaching session arising from the reflective peer 
review process was ‘Talking History’. It featured a tutor/teacher (Participant D) and 
her learners in the dental hygiene discipline. The learners were first year candidates 
of a professionally accredited programme at a higher education institution. The 
recorded session lasted over 53 minutes.  
 
Three types of knowledge were discussed. The everyday knowledge and 
experiences referred to the learners’ personal experiences (Loughran et al., 2003) of 
visiting a dental clinic and their awareness of the functions of a dental hygienist. The 
disciplinary knowledge (Shulman 1987; Verloop et al., 2001) referred to the technical 
and scientific aspects. Technical in the sense that knowledge is required to operate 
the necessary equipment and other artefacts in this session. In addition to the 
technical knowledge, scientific knowledge is also required by the learner in order to 
apply it to this specific ‘Taking History’ simulated session. The scientific knowledge 
might arguably relate to the topics (e.g. anatomy, psychology and physiology), which 
had been covered in other teaching sessions. However, the individual learner would 
need to recontextualize this knowledge for the purposes of selecting and applying 
the relevant knowledge to the specificity of this simulated session (Evans et al., 
2010). The final type of knowledge referred to was the occupational knowledge in 
which the activities of role-playing as patient and/or dental hygienist in a simulated 
habitus with the supporting equipment, instruments, formalised forms for completion 
in the taking of patients’ oral history and the support and guidance of a tutor with 
occupational and pedagogic knowledge and experiences, all served to create a 
possible approach of learning to be a professional dental hygienist. It is in this type of 
knowledge in particular that further research is necessary. 
 
The combination of the three forms of knowledge in a simulated environment 
provided the learners with a sense of professional space and a possible bridge 
between the classroom and the real world environment of dental hygiene. The tutor 
might play a critical role to enable her learners to be inducted into the real world of 
dental hygiene. This role might include relating: the disciplinary knowledge with 
occupational experiences, the temporal dimension of a busy dental clinic, and the 
perceptions and fears of patients. 
 
From the findings regarding the theme, ‘Perceptions of reality’, participants voiced 
their views: 
 

I was not aware of it until I watched it myself and particularly this time. These 
students were not paying attention to me; they were just thinking what is going on 
in this other room where their colleagues were being examined. Gosh, this was 
something I have not realised if I did not watch that tape. This is a plus point of 
having the tape to play back. (Participant D)                                                                               

 
This participant and tutor of ‘Taking History’ acknowledged a different reality of 
watching the recorded session to her tutoring in that session and this added 
dimension of observing the recording herself provided her with new perspectives 
(Clandinin, 1985) she would not have known otherwise. 
 

I think viewing the [digital recording] with those involved demonstrated that an 
observer may not be aware of the bigger picture. Learners in a classroom etc. are 
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not blank canvases. There may be other factors going on: in the learners’ lives; 
learning environment affecting them; the group dynamics; and the teacher-
prospective rapport. An observer either attending in person or watching a 
recording would not necessarily be aware of these factors. (Participant B) 

                                                                                      
The above participant emphasized the contexts surrounding this recorded session 
and knowing them was highly relevant to understanding, discussing and offering 
constructive criticisms about the session in the reflective peer review approach 
(Pollard et al., 2008). 
 
As regards the other theme of ‘Learning from peer review interaction’: 
 

Use of [digital] camcorder has the advantage of looking at how other teachers 
teach. The PGCE course did not allow that. At least in this [peer review] approach, 
one can look at how others do it and then discuss it. It offers a way of bench-
marking, gives us more tools and also allows you to be yourself. (Participant I)                                                                                                          

 
This approach offers a possible solution to teacher education where peers have a 
chance to discuss their teaching sessions and learn from each other. 
 

There is so much about the subtlety of teaching which you can’t write about in 
great detail but much easier to look at it, like a [digitally recorded] session, and to 
discuss it. (Participant G) 

                                                                                                           
The tacit aspects of teaching and learning are significant as indicated in the 
‘typologists’ literature (e.g. Loughran et al., 2003) and using a collaborative and 
reflective peer review approach allows participants to discuss and learn from each 
other. 
 

There was a value in a non-specialist observation as the observer could go in with 
an objective mind because he/she was not a specialist, then he/she would look at 
pedagogy (and not subject knowledge). There was value in itself. This would be 
360 degree evaluation. (Participant H) 

                                                                                                            
Finally, Participant H, a dance teacher, gave an insightful perspective of the 
usefulness of being observed by a non-specialist teacher (i.e. from a pedagogic 
dimension) as well as from a specialist (in her dance discipline). This approach of 
linking pedagogic and disciplinary knowledge, which is centred on digitally recorded 
teaching sessions offers an integrated teacher training in enabling trainee teachers 
to enhance their teaching activities. 
 
Contributions and implications  
This paper offered a curriculum solution to the current under developed and 
inconsistent approach of integrating disciplinary and pedagogic knowledge in the FE 
teacher education in England. The contributions of this paper include: the importance 
of knowledge in curriculum in the FE teacher education without which trainee 
teachers will not know what it is and how to use it in their teaching; a curriculum 
approach using technology to record teaching sessions to facilitating trainee 
teachers’ understanding of teaching; a collaborative and research driven approach in 
the FE teacher training programme (the relevant stakeholders include FE colleges, 
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higher education institutions, national agencies and researchers); the inclusion of the 
themes from the teaching qualifications of collaborative approach, research and 
professional development of teachers; and an effort to include knowledge in the 
teaching qualifications to support this approach in the article. 
 
The implications of this paper are that a ‘360 degree’ training where trainee teachers 
can link disciplinary and pedagogic knowledge in their teaching activities, and work 
collaboratively to improve teaching quality. For teaching institutions (with a 
supportive structure), a professional workforce involving in research driven activities 
may be created. The enhancement of their workforce and teaching quality would 
hopefully feed into the achievements of their learners and inspection outcomes. 
From the perspectives of policy makers, the emphasis of knowledge content in the 
teacher education programmes and the support given to research activities would 
professionalize and upskill the teaching workforce with the eventual hope of 
contributing to the objectives of the government of increasing the ability of the 
workforce (formerly students) to compete on a global stage.    
 
Notes 
 This conference paper is based on the published article: Loo, S. Y. (2014). Placing 
‘knowledge’ in teacher education in the English Further Education teaching sector: 
an alternative approach based on collaboration and evidence based research. British 
Journal of Educational Studies, 62(3), 337-354.   
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The mantra of can do it all, must do it all – lessons 
learned 

Humera Qazi, University of Glasgow, Scotland 

Introduction  
Experiencing higher education should be a positive process for all. The question is; 
how broad is this statement? Through interviews, my project draws on experiences 
of a small cohort of seven mature women reentry students, five of whom are from 
Black and Ethnic Minorities (BME). Most of the participants are first generation 
university students, with multiple roles and responsibilities. Their personal 
perspectives on how they found this journey formed the backdrop for this study.  

The intention here is to highlight why some women choose to return; how the 
workings of various identity intersections and interactions – social, culture, ethnicity, 
gender, race, age, faith – affects their sense of belonging in higher education. By 
examining how identity, relationships, and labour within the home-place impact upon 
and shape learning experiences, insights may be gained into particular challenges 
that women learners face. Consequently, attention can be focused upon generating 
recommendations of support for mature women learners who decide to continue.  

Mid-life, empowerment, role modelling, personal fulfillment and independence are 
clear motivations for their return. While feeling othered, due to social and cultural 
differences; or not being able to belong in their new domain are cause of primary 
concerns.                                                                                                      

The root 
My socio-cultural setting, home and my various roles within it, and work have 
provided a backdrop for my personal social location which according to Moya helps 
shape the experiences we have within certain contexts (Moya, 2002). For instance, 
my ethnic/racial identity in relation to my gender, and class within the context of a 
university setting, where a lot of the students share a similar background, one could 
argue that my positionality carries nearly equal footing with others. However, where 
my social location is completely different from that of my peers, one could argue that 
my positionality has also changed. According to Holland, Skinner, Lachiotte, and 
Cain (1998, 127), ‘Positional identities have to do with the day-to-day and on-the-
ground relations of power, deference, and entitlement, social affiliation, and 
distance—with the social-interactional, social-relational structures of the lived world’ 
(Garcia, 2012; Holland et.al, 2008). There is no doubt that my own background 
played a huge part in shaping my personal ‘collective’ identity. I was lucky enough to 
have excellent educational opportunities and supportive family network. I moved to 
Scotland at the time when I was very young.  Experiencing a different culture, 
aspects of my identity also inadvertently changed through adopting new ones. 
Holland and Lave (2001) explain how individuals or groups enact their sense of 
agency by acknowledging their histories. I have managed to use that sense to 
associate and amalgamate different aspects of my ‘self’.  
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Starting the learning process again has been tinged with the feeling of anxiety and 
fear of possible failure. Even in the face of a success story of working for over twenty 
years, being a mum of four beautiful children and facing all sorts of life challenges 
along the way, it was hard to find a narrative to tell myself, that it can be done: You 
can't tell yourself that life/career/family can't all be done because all around you 
other women are having deeply fulfilling careers, continuing their professional 
development and learning and raising amazing children. You could however tell 
yourself that true conviction finds a way. 

My experiences, attitude and values have played a huge part in shaping my personal 
identity as a learner. Bourdieu (1991) calls ‘habitus’ the context in which we live, 
through an interaction with others in form of playing roles (Goffman, 1959), and how 
we position ourselves and others through speech and action (Davies and Harre, 
1990; 1999; Harre and van Langenhove, 1999). Membership in groups (Tajifel, 1978; 
Hogg and Abrams, 1998), where common goals or traits are shared, initiates a better 
understanding of ‘self’. Experiences known as ‘communities of practice’ as proposed 
by Wenger (1999) and Lave and Wenger (1991) also provide a conceivable 
explanation of how it is all inter-related.    

Identity anxiety - an antecedent to identity transformation  
‘Am I doing ok’? ‘Everyone depends on me’ and ‘where/how do I fit in?’ act as 
precursors for most life decisions. The perpetual yearning for acceptance, seeking 
salvation and knowledge coexist as common propellants, embedded in original 
identity attributes. However, should this quest mean agreeing to compromise existing 
sense of self? Does it have to be ‘double jeopardy’? 

The answers to these questions can depend on personal interpretations and 
experiences. What some might view as self-liberating and autonomous identity traits, 
others might perceive them as an aggrandizement of already well-established self. 
Clearly the process of adopting new social identities thrives on individuals reacting to 
the impressions they perceive others are forming about them (Morrice, 2012; Butler, 
2002; Skeggs, 2004). However, it is difficult to evaluate the merits of this new identity 
versus the atrophication of the other, impinging upon and influencing the pre-existing 
self.  

The participant’s stories clearly indicate the internal transitions and pain caused due 
to identity transitions and transformations associated with adopting different 
pathways from those that are linked to their original social set-up, and ethnical, racial 
and cultural norms (Lucey, 2003). This can act as an integral contributory factor 
initiating unwarranted dissociation. Getting more involved in the social life, going out 
to pubs in the evening mightn’t be an option for some. This ties in well with the 
argument that learner identities can be fragile, contingent and vulnerable to external 
changes. The construction of new identities depends upon various factors 
determining recognition, acceptance and inclusion (Merriam and Caffarella, 1999; 
Schaie and Willis, 1996).     

Issues of identity – Belonging and Otherness  
Coming from different cultures and ethnic perspectives, their decisions not only to 
return but also how they rate their experiences are mostly similar. Although largely 
extrinsic in nature (family responsibilities, child-care, finances and lack of partner 
support) some intrinsic factors (fear of failure in not being able to cope at home or in 
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studies, guilt, feeling as others) are also visible. Based on perceptions of their other 
roles and responsibilities, tied in with cultural and ethnic norms, the participants 
recall – personal expectations, fears, identity transitions and coping strategies, 
featuring heavily in their educational experiences. Events that triggered their return 
were very diverse, reasons being unique and relative to each woman’s personal 
circumstances.  
          
Faith                                                                                                              
It is a marker of identity with implications for some of these non-traditional students. 
While negotiating through the various identity transitions in their new environment, it 
appears that these women also question whether they are being marginalized due to 
their faith. Hence it is yet another challenge to their sense of self with relation to 
others. Family background, history, social activities, marriages (arranged or forced), 
relationships, religious and cultural identities attribute to further marginalities within 
this spectrum, along with complexities of what they view as being British Asian 
Muslims in the 21st Century. Four participants mention faith (being Muslims) as a 
sensitive issue, a complex stigma attached to their learner identity. None of the 
Muslim women participants wear Hijab or Burkah (religious clothing), and speak 
about their moderate Islamic beliefs and values. Yet they also mention things that 
they wouldn’t wear or do, due to their faith – visible markers of differences. It is clear 
that these self-created boundaries are personal and ever present, hence impacting 
their learner identities. Furthermore, their disquiet for others’ perceptions towards 
them as Muslims is compounded by having to reconfigure their new positions as 
non-traditional students out-with their more traditional and cultural norms. This 
anxiety is evident in their reflections, the sense that they are seen as others. This 
perplexing notion can stymie a positive sense of self, where cultural capital – faith, 
race or background can become a negative entity and hence impact on an 
individual’s social set-up and position in society (Morrice, 2012; Ahmed and Donnan, 
1994; Werbner, 1994).   

They all agree however, that the gains far outweigh these transitory infringements 
upon their being, as in the end it is all about – personal independence, social 
acceptance and being valued. This shows that most of these women decided to 
return due to, or inspite of their histories, hence contradicting what’s proposed in the 
limited previous researches which paint a darker picture of ‘passive, Asian woman’ 
being effectively discouraged to continue after compulsory education (Brah and 
Phoenix, 2004; Werbner, 1988). Additionally, this perception that higher education is 
not seen as incongruous to ‘Muslim way of being’, because this defies the Islamic 
values and practices, and arranged marriages are axiomatic soon after secondary 
school education (Wade and Souter, 1992; Khanum, 1995), are fast becoming a 
misrepresentation for modern Muslim women. As such, these women’s perceptions 
are vital in understanding their internal conflicts and struggles to fit in, in an 
environment that may represent or hold values that are different from their own. 

New role conflicts and identity juxtapositions   
Five participants described having felt anxious about re-entering higher education 
after a long break. Also, some mentioned negative past experiences. One started 
her return to study a few years ago at an FE college, but didn’t enjoy that 
experience. However, she says that the time is right for her now, because ‘this time I 
am doing it for me, and I want my children to be proud of me too’. Some felt unable 
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to continue due to other responsibilities, as pointed ‘…life just got in the way’. Other 
main issues of concern were not being able to cope with the course requirements, 
failing and struggling to balance home, work and study life. All the participants, 
especially with children, said they had to put their family life on hold albeit 
begrudgingly.  
  
Past negative educational experiences in certain cases also seemed to have 
affected their self-confidence, creating stigmatic attitudes leading to low self-esteem 
and disillusionment. 

Analysis of such examples within the women’s stories provide unequivocal 
evidence that psychological arguments such as Gorards’ that ‘Levels of 
participation are generally associated with a group of social, economic and 
demographic factors such as educational attainment when younger, socio-
economic status, family influences, region and age’ are applicable in this case 
(Gorard, 1999, 3).     

There is also an expression of this fear of lack of support at home, as five of the 
seven participants are single, widowed or divorced and therefore, sole providers for 
their families. Furthermore, most are first generation university students, hence no 
parents or siblings to turn to for advice and support. Each, akin to what Mann (2001, 
11) would define as ‘a stranger in a foreign land’. Age is another fear factor for all the 
women participating in this research. For some of them, this trepidation worked in 
the opposite sense as well, as it thrust them towards further and higher education. 
They feel that there is too much at stake to fail.                                                                                                               

Otherness                                                                                                                           
All the women spoke about not being able to belong in university environment and 
this notion of otherness seems to have stemmed from factors like; age, race, 
ethnicity, social and cultural differences. Morrice’s (2012) definitions of stigma 
attached to refugee status, lack of recognition and devaluing of cultural capital are 
evident here. Her views are particularly helpful in relating to tensions between 
identities, leading to blockage of new identity relationships. Two participants express 
an ambiguity in acceptance of their prior learning. One mentions difficulty in getting 
her first degree recognized in UK due to her spoken language being ‘Urdu’, despite 
the fact she studied in English. Morrice’s (2012) views on boundaries of belonging 
and recognition, stigma and exclusion, emphasize – age, race, gender, faith, 
ethnicity, culture, and different education systems as some of the external barriers. 
The devaluation of prior qualification has had direct effect on her educational 
experiences. Institutional prejudices and social life within universities – difficulties in 
making friends at university, study partners and interacting with lecturers are other 
problematic factors.    

Ethnicity entails cultural norms and practices based on values associated with 
original locations. These participants seem to be viewing it as a problem rather than 
being of value to them or others. However, Skeggs (2005, 47) proposes that culture 
can be seen as a central sight for the ‘exchange of value’, hence there is ‘value’ to 
be gained from diversity (Reay et al., 2007, 1051). Although the women’s perception 
in this case is based on their previous educational experiences, it is still an 
antecedent to their new identity formations and relationships as reentry students. 
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The identity formed as a result of exposure to different cultures and other norms, 
experienced as non-familiar or foreign, can create what I call a transitory identity, 
which explains the coping mechanism exhibited by some of the women participating 
in my study. This allowed them to move in and out of different identities as per 
requirement (O’Shea, 2011; Kasworm, 2009).  

Holland and Lave (2001) described how individuals or groups enact their sense of 
agency by acknowledging their histories. This also helps to draw on aspects of the 
participants’ ‘self’, and to understand the implication of their social location – home or 
university and how they belong in each space. This is particularly relevant for two 
participants, as they express their constant struggles to fit in, on their own terms 
without having to jeopardize their cultural root identities. Alternatively, one woman 
invariably speaks about certain situations, where she finds herself adopting different 
identities as she tries to cope with her amalgamated cultural heritage. Effectively, out 
of all the participants, her story highlights the impetus of ‘multiculturalism’ within the 
social set-up (Freidman, 1995).  

Ultimately, belonging seems to be dependent on personal dispositions. The idea that 
fish are unaware of the concept of water because they are completely immersed in it, 
explains the workings of privilege (McLuhan, 2013). This observation is akin to the 
concept, that with privilege comes a blindside which makes it difficult for people to 
understand others’ realities. It is often from the margin (Hooks, 1989) that one can 
get a vantage point on the operation of power and privilege. A man and a woman 
may look at the same photo of the world’s leaders, both however deducing own 
judgements. While they may notice clear gender misrepresentations, without any 
power of critical analysis, both might completely miss other imbalances – white as 
opposed to black, sexuality or opinions. Skeggs (2002) proposes that if you ‘belong’ 
in any environment, it just feels right. The trouble is that there is no guidance or 
support in place if you don’t.   

Personal expectations   
Three out of seven women involved in my study were economic migrants. One 
participant who immigrated to Scotland with her family recalls that, leaving their 
native country and culture wasn’t easy and the move involved huge financial and 
emotional sacrifices. On reflection, she feels that her parents made the right choice 
because ultimately it provided them with a better and safer future.  

Another participant’s story is slightly different, as she originally came to this country 
through an arranged marriage. It also took her a much longer time to get her 
academic status up to the acceptable UK standard, as a bachelor’s degree from her 
country of origin wasn’t recognized. Her predicament is just one example of what 
Morrice (2004) describes as non-traditional experiences, when students from ethnic 
minorities face difficulties in recognition of prior knowledge and qualifications thereby 
experiencing de-valuation of cultural capital. I got a different perspective from a 
younger woman (Pakistani father and a Scottish mother). Her expectations, and 
hence her experiences vary slightly from others. Her story highlights her struggle for 
fitting in, both the social and educational environment. Her narrative reflects the 
presence of multicultural/ethnic constrictions in the lives of non-traditional students 
with a mixed heritage, influencing their learning experiences and social participation. 
This is perpetuated by involving the integration of self within the larger whole, in this 
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case – higher education as well as society (Courtney, 1989; Brookfield, 1986; 
Merriam and Cunningham, 1989; Lave and Wenger, 1991; Gibson, 2005).                                                                                           

The commitment towards achieving personal educational goals is evident in their 
descriptions. Whether it is struggling through ill health, or strategizing for better time 
management for balancing home responsibilities and studying, the women’s 
resilience is clearly visible.  

Concluding remarks 
Universalizing the needs of all students, celebrating their history, race, age, gender 
and boundaries of belonging and recognition help collectively to ensure the 
incorporation of cultural and social capital in their new ‘habitus’. As Holland et al. 
(2008) proposes that these artifacts are occurring in the moment whether they are 
‘verbal, gestural, [or] material productions—emerging from the situation’, taken up by 
individuals and used as tools to navigate and reposition oneself in order to open 
spaces of agency. 

Societies only prosper when all sections have equal rights and individuals are free to 
fulfill their potential. This can only be possible when social justice is in play as it 
seeks to break down barriers that foster inequalities; gender, race, culture and 
educational. The essential constructive component of such a society depends on an 
educational system that deploys fair and just knowledge for all factions as well as 
involving them in its production, designs and implementation. Being part of a society 
as a young woman that struggled with its own identity, cultural abnormalities and 
justice system, I found myself questioning the accepted norms, the tussle of power 
and accepted gender roles. Therefore, from a very young age, I started developing a 
feminist mindset that has completely redefined my personal identity. I took strength 
from people like Freire who has articulated his concerns about power most strongly. 
For Freire, Critical Pedagogy is concerned with the development of conscienticizao, 
usually translated as ‘critical consciousness.’ Freedom, in essence, for Freire, begins 
with the recognition of a system of oppressive relations, and one’s own place in that 
system (Freire, 1985; McLaren and Lankshear, 1993; McLaren and Leonard, 1993).  
 
Most women today however, are far removed from the above mentioned past 
realities; cultural or societal, and are therefore much stronger and savvy of their 
rights. That said, society to a large extent is still fragmented and gender prejudices; 
sex and sexual orientations, race and culture are still considered a norm with 
unequal exercise and distribution of power (Haw, 1995). While having this 
awareness opens ways for a rethinking of practices and re-structuring of social 
infrastructures, it is still an uphill struggle for women as a much disadvantaged group 
in terms of social status, education, employment and political power (Coats, 1994; 
Acker, 1991; Reinharz, 1992).  
 
This insight has allowed me to emphasise the relevance of women’s personal 
experiences as sources of justifiable knowledge. Freire’s ideas can be applied here 
to explain the significance of interaction and acknowledgment of others as sources of 
knowledge. While he may not have been a true feminist, his explication of oppressed 
and oppression links him closely, as Weiler (1991), in her exploration of personal 
experiences as a source of knowledge articulates ‘Basic to Freirean concept of 
conscientisation is the belief in the ability of all people to be knowers and to read 



323 
 

both the word and the world’ (Weiler, 1991, 463). Although there is a disconnection 
between the idea of oppression and its rationalization within feminism (Hooks, 1992), 
both seek justice and empowerment for the oppressed.  
 
The women in my study while reflecting on a myriad of their personal trajectories and 
university experiences have provided applicable and useful knowledge from which 
further insight can be explored. The way I am conceptualising my research is, that 
returning to study has empowered them, given them a voice, and as a result initiated 
a process of reflection and transformation.   
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Transformative learning through gamification of 
Bourdieu's theory of field and habitus in post-
compulsory, in-service teacher education at a UK 
University 

Cheryl Reynolds, University of Huddersfield, UK 

Introduction 
UK teaching qualifications for the adult education sector are practical programmes of 
study, focussing strongly on competence and skills. Put simply, they require 
'judgement of what works and does not work in teaching' (Education and Training 
Foundation, 2013) and the teacher education curriculum is suffused with 
opportunities to acquire and display these practical skills, both in the teacher 
education classroom and through regular feedback and reflection on observations of 
trainees' teaching practice. Significantly, though, and building on a long history of 
theoretical enquiry in teacher education, the recent update to the Professional 
Standards for the sector also requires a, 'deep and critically informed knowledge and 
understanding of theory' (Education and Training Foundation, 2013), making 
strategies for mobilising critical theory and avoiding shallow and cursory engagement 
therewith an important teacher education outcome. 

Though long-acknowledged to be an important raison d'être of adult education, 
(Apple and Au, 2014; Brookfield, 2005; Lovett, 1988; Thorpe, Edwards and Hanson, 
1993; Wheelahan, 2010; Young, 1971) the acquisition of critical social theory has 
proved challenging to deliver within teacher education for the skills sector and its 
integration into the curriculum continues to be uneven and prone to failure 
(Thompson, 2014; Tummons, 2012). This is a problem for the profession. Critical 
theory gives adult educators ways of seeing beyond the specifics of their own 
classrooms, workplaces and local contexts. It enables them to question the social 
and cultural realities that shape education in general as well as the particular 
implications of their own ingrained practices in their own classrooms. Adult educators 
bereft of critical theory are like the fish who fail to see their water (McLuhan, 1968), 
at best less effective in developing critical consciousness in their own learners and at 
worst, implicated in the reproduction of inequality in education.    

However, trainee adult educators often react to critical theory with distrust and even 
hostility. There are a number of reasons why this is the case. Performance-related 
pressures and heavy teaching timetables often mandate an expedient approach to 
qualifying as a teacher, with a compulsive emphasis for trainees on discovering what 
works in the classroom. In comparison to this practical imperative, critical theory can 
be seen as esoteric, abstract and therefore irrelevant to the highly pressured, busy 
working life of the trainee. Further, such theory often constitutes what has been 
called a 'threshold concept ... akin to a portal, opening up a new and previously 
inaccessible way of thinking about something';  and this is often experienced by 
trainees as 'troublesome knowledge — knowledge that is ‘alien’, or counter-intuitive 
or even intellectually absurd at face value' (Meyer and Land, 2003, 1–2). Brookfield 
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(1990, 102) colourfully characterises the consequences of such knowledge as 
'roadrunner syndrome.' He suggests that Wile E. Coyote's recurrent disasters in the 
Roadrunner cartoons have the same emotional quality as a particular moment in the 
incremental rhythm of student learning. It is the moment when students realize that 
the old ways of thinking and acting no longer make sense for them, but that new 
ones have not yet formed to take their place. This state of limbo - similar to the 
coyote's suspension several hundred feet above the canyon floor - is frighteningly 
uncertain.  

Initially buoyed by optimism and enthusiasm for learning new skills, new employment 
opportunities, self-knowledge and self confidence, students metaphorically rush out 
over the void, only to find that they have left behind 'the solid ground of their old 
ways of thinking and acting [and] their enthusiasm sometimes turns to terror.' 
(Brookfield, 1990, 102). 

Arguably, the general distrust of theory described above is also strongly associated 
with and grows out of the skills agenda of successive UK governments and the lack 
of parity of esteem between the academic and the vocational that persists in many 
vocational, adult education settings (Rata, 2013; Thompson, 2014). All the trainees 
in this study were working as in-service teachers in post-compulsory settings 
alongside their studies. As is typical of this sector, there was a preponderance of 
vocational teachers, with only three of the twenty-three participants engaged in 
traditional academic teaching. In England, class-based attitudes to vocational 
qualifications and the institutions in which they are delivered persist. Often seen as 
'second-chance' institutions and places for 'other people's children' (Richardson, 
2007; Thompson, 2009), they lack parity of esteem with schools and universities.  
Teachers who work within them tend to have lower levels of general education and 
are less well remunerated than their counterparts in UK academic settings or in 
some vocational settings abroad. The qualifications which they deliver have also 
been undermined by successive failures to create parity of esteem between 
academic and vocational qualifications in England (Hodgson and Spours, 2010; 
Pring et al., 2009; Simmons, 2009). This in turn, 'relates to the long-established 
status distinctions between "sacred" and "profane" knowledge' (Thompson, 2014, 
10–11) and to the social division of labour described by Émile Durkheim, Basil 
Bernstein and many others. Critical theory is arguably vital to trainees working within 
so loaded a system, so that they can develop a critical consciousness; an ability to 
'analyze, problematize ... and affect the socio-political, economic, and cultural 
realities that shape lives' (Leistyna, 2004, 17).  

The looked-for learning, then, is transformative, growing out of the 'disorientating 
dilemma' (Mezirow, 1991) with which critical theory often presents adult educators, 
seeking to overcome the anger and shame this dilemma typically engenders (Dirkx, 
Mezirow, & Cranton, 2006). The learning was measured in this study by participants' 
ability to confidently and competently use the language of critical theory, deploying 
its ideas in thinking, speaking and writing critically about their own practice and in 
contributing to larger debates about the essential nature and purpose of education. 

Design of the Bourdieu Game 
The Bourdieu game's key aim, therefore, was to enable players to attain mastery of 
specialised language through social interaction. For Vygotsky, every function in a 
person's cultural development appears first on the social level, between people, and 
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only then, inside the individual (Vygotsky, 1978, 57). Inspired by these ideas, the 
game encourages dialogue and is more tolerant of naivety and misconceptions than 
a formal, didactic atmosphere. It generates frequent, informal, low stakes 
opportunities to use specialised language so that feelings of inadequacy in the face 
of new terms and ideas are more successfully negotiated. This is significant given 
trainees' insecurities around academic language that frequently arise out of the 
class-based and entrenched attitudes to professional identity outlined earlier in this 
paper.   

In this case, the terms ‘field’, ‘habitus’, ‘doxa’, ‘cultural capital’ and ‘symbolic 
violence’ fall into this category of novel ideas and language. The game provides 
opportunities to continually employ these terms whilst demonstrating their meaning 
through the situations thrown up within the game. The learner is thereby enabled to 
progress through Vytogsky's stages of internalisation, at first articulating new ideas 
with limited understanding but with a growing capacity for complex and accurate 
exchanges. Any game is ultimately only a metaphor, breaking down at some point 
and failing to fully and accurately represent the concept to which it refers.   
Nonetheless, players can master a rudimentary ability to play the academic 
'language games' required to discuss theory (Wittgenstein in Shotter, 2012) and in 
the most successful cases, this culminates in an autonomous and sophisticated 
commentary, applied to situations beyond the confines of the game. The ultimate 
aim is mastery of a new 'threshold concept' (Meyer and Land, 2003); a new way of 
thinking about and discussing practice and a consequent shift in the learner's 
orientation to theory. 

The game was designed in light of research into serious games that recommends 
storytelling, clear progression, freedom to fail and rapid feedback (Stott and 
Neustaedter, 2013), as well as avatars, evocative environments, narrative context, 
ranking, marketplaces and competition (Deterding, Dixon, Khaled and Nacke, 2011; 
Kambouri, Thomas and Mellar, 2006; Sharpe, Beetham and Freitas, 2010; Walsh, 
2014; Whitton and Moseley, 2012). Gamification of this kind emphasises ‘playing to 
learn’ (Sharpe, Beetham and Freitas, 2010, 75) through ‘high level 
immersion’(Kambouri et al., 2006, 5). However, whilst the gamification literature 
presents a series of persuasive, small-scale case studies, there is a lack of robust 
empirical evidence in support of its efficacy. Moreover, there are important caveats.  
The very notion of a game as a trivial pursuit may be irredeemably compromised by  
attaching to it a serious, learning purpose and vice versa and this can lead to 
tensions in classroom environments (Deterding, Björk, Nacke, Dixon and Lawley, 
2013).   

To begin the players are each randomly issued one economic, two social and two 
cultural capital cards.  In Bourdieu's terms, economic capital is money or other 
financial assets; social capital comprises social connections and cultural capital 
comes from behaviour, manners, demeanour, mode of speech, deportment, habits, 
preferences etc. For Bourdieu, all these forms of capital act as a currency for 
exchange. This is Bourdieu's fundamental insight;  'It is in fact impossible to account 
for the structure and functioning of the social world unless one reintroduces capital in 
all [emphasis added] its forms and not solely in the one form recognized by 
economic theory' (Bourdieu, 1986). Our failure to account for alternative forms of 
capital blinds us, it is argued, to the consequences of cultural and social capital in 
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our own lives and in the lives of our learners. This misrecognition is at the root of 
persistent social injustice and inequality because it allows it to continue 
unchallenged. 

For Bourdieu, cultural capital is manifested as habitus. This is a complex notion but 
for the purposes of this game and to initiate trainees' journey towards an 
understanding of it, they were told that their hand of five cards determined their 
'habitus' and was akin to 'who they were.' They were encouraged to choose a name 
that they felt reflected this habitus and to introduce themselves to the group in this 
guise, explaining the cards they held and embellishing with a life history if so desired. 
As an example, one player dealt the hand of heir to a dukedom, with knowledge of 
how to obtain controlled substances, on an income of £29,719 per year and with 
links to the DJ of a top nightclub called himself Jasper and adopted a 'posh' accent 
and a rebellious demeanour. This became his habitus, which along with the others in 
the game, was metaphorically carried into a series of four widely divergent social 
fields: a nightclub, a prison, an interview for a University place and an election 
campaign. Each of these fields had its own 'doxa' or set of rules which enabled the 
players to calculate their 'symbolic capital' based on the cards held. For Bourdieu, 
this symbolic capital is automatically generated from the habitus whenever an 
individual enters a field and is used to assign them their legitimate status there. In 
this way, it was demonstrated that habitus acts as a kind of 'credit card' for social 
status but one which changes in exchange value according to the particular field in 
which it is being used. Monetary prizes for high symbolic capital were issued. Any 
who accumulated enough wealth during the game had the opportunity to purchase 
additional social and cultural capital. The doxa was deliberately weighted to favour 
wealthy, well-connected individuals of a higher social class, though opportunities to 
challenge the doxa were introduced as the game unfolded. 

Methodology and findings 
The methodology employed was critical participatory action research. This entails 
'collaborative commitment to engaging in iterative cycles of planning, acting, 
observing, and reflecting to address untoward consequences of social practices'  
(Kemmis, McTaggart and Nixon, 2013, 313). The first group in this study was made 
up of ten women and six men, ranging from twenty-nine to fifty-five years of age and 
the second, six women and one man, aged between twenty-eight and forty-two. This 
was explained to each group as an example of an 'opportunity sample' (Colman, 
2008, loc. 853); not necessarily representative of the whole population of in-service, 
post-compulsory trainee teachers in England and therefore of arguable validity.  
However, I explained that critical participatory action research rejects the notion of 
objectivity and entails instead, 'the recognition of the capacity of people living and 
working in particular settings to participate actively in all aspects of the research 
process thereby, 'owning the discourse: seizing the power!' (Herbert, 2005 in 
Kemmis et al., 2013, 419). 

The sessions were an hour long and took place, one in the summer term and one in 
the autumn term of 2014. I issued a set of cards, a scorecard, a doxa for each field, 
some fake money and a printed set of rules to teams of three or four players. The 
cards carried QR codes with links to purpose-built websites, hosting support and 
extension materials. I also created a two minute video introduction to Bourdieu 
http://youtu.be/87BPL62wyyU to be played at the start of the game. This was 
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followed by a quick demonstration of the rules of play, also issued on a handout.  
Trainees then played the game for half an hour. I took note of the use of any novel 
terminology whilst they played. At close of play, a winner in each group was 
'rewarded' with applause, allowed to join a 'club' of winners on a 'special' table and to 
purchase biscuits with their fake money. This was used as an opportunity to discuss 
symbolic violence; exclusion, less favourable treatment or vilification of those with 
low symbolic capital.   

To consolidate learning, students were given five minutes in silence to write down 
what was uppermost in their minds as a consequence of playing the game. Written 
impressions were shared with the group and included a sense of injustice and 
applicability to their own life histories and those of their learners. The link between 
monetary reward and social/ cultural capital was recognised and decried.  Also 
commented upon were ways in which the game differed from reality and further 
questions about the definitions of specialist terms. Two trainees commented on the 
effects of overlapping fields, when friendship groups are performed in classrooms or 
work places. These were impressive insights that showed a sophisticated 
engagement with theory and an application beyond the confines of the game. I then 
issued a piece of my own reflective writing that made use of Bourdieu to analyse a 
failed teaching experience in order to model theoretically informed writing.   

Across the two iterations of the game, there were forty-seven recorded instances of 
the use of novel terminology. Though not a complete record, the frequency and 
nature of exchanges is indicative of the looked-for social interactions outlined earlier 
in this paper and included;  

'Why does my accent give me less cultural capital than yours?' (Anna) 

'You're in a prison now, buddy. Here, my habitus is king!'  (Richard) [laughter] 

'How come she gets to buy an appreciation of opera? Lisa's going to win it now.  
I'm not playing anymore, this is a stupid game.' (Anna)  'Well that's the doxa, isn't 
it?' (Lisa) [laughter] 

What characterised these exchanges was a kind of mock indignation or triumph that 
is only really facilitated within this specialised atmosphere of game-play. A semi-self 
conscious use of novel terms showed trainees playfully rehearsing their new 
vocabulary. Other exchanges were rather more serious and reflective: 

'Is my habitus just the sum of my economic, social and cultural capital or is it 
something else? What is it, exactly?' (Richard) 

'What forms does symbolic violence normally take then? What I'm thinking is... 
what I mean is... I'm thinking about my classroom and wondering if I'm guilty of 
symbolic violence on my students. That's scary.' (Nicola) 

'Can we challenge the doxa if we think it is unfair? Is that in the rules? Can we 
change the doxa?' (Catherine)  'Well, that's an important question in real life, isn't 
it?' (James) 
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These more serious exchanges revealed fulfilment of the more ambitious aspiration 
of the game of enabling trainees to look differently at the social mores of their own 
classrooms. There were also instances of Bourdieu appearing in subsequent written 
work from trainees, including:   

This next lesson is one where I was beginning to think about the context of my 
learners. Who is this individual who comes into the classroom? What knowledge 
do they have? What is their context? In thinking about this, I found the work of 
Bourdieu ... really helped me think about how our social groups are distinguished 
and the types of groups my learners could belong to (Bourdieu, 1984). (Jane) 

Sociologists have, for decades, referred to the social inequalities of the education 
system suggesting that it is those whose backgrounds provide them with the 
highest level of cultural capital that will receive the greatest rewards (Bourdieu, 
1977, Sullivan, 2001, and Dunne and Gazeley, 2008.)  A number of my learners 
feel they do not belong in FE/HE almost to the point of feeling like imposters. They 
are often the first in their generation to attend college or university and lack the 
social and cultural capital required to understand the systems in which they now 
find themselves. (Alix) 

Conclusion 
This paper explored the use of a game-based approach to the delivery of theory in 
teacher education, recognising that, whilst vital, this is inherently challenging and 
prone to failure. It identifies gamification of theory as a productive strategy whereby 
trainees can engage with theoretical concepts in productive ways. Critical and 
learning theories were found to be extremely useful in informing the pedagogical 
approach, the game design, the strategy for its implementation and the methodology 
for its evaluation. The paper reports some encouraging preliminary findings around 
shifts both in trainees' understanding of the theory and in their response to the notion 
of theory in general. The main conclusion of this study is to recommend wider use of 
such strategies in the teaching of theory to resistant groups. 
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Program planning in German enterprises. Three 
case studies on multiple stakeholders, diverging 
interests, conflicting logics, and their impact on the 
training programs planned 

Tina Röbel and Aiga von Hippel, Humboldt University of Berlin, Germany  
 

Introduction: Continuing vocational training in Germany 
The paper presents first results of a study financed by the German Research 
Foundation and carried out between June 2013 and May 2015. The purpose of the 
study was to explore the process of program planning in German enterprises: In 
what way is it influenced by different stakeholders? What are the links between 
process (program planning) and output (training program)?  

In Germany, Continuing vocational training (CVT) is extremely important. 70 % of the 
education and training activities (formal and non-formal) covered by the Adult 
Education Survey, conducted by the European Union in 2011, are carried out during 
paid working hours or are at least partially paid for by the employers. This is quite 
surprising, bearing in mind that the training of employees is not necessarily an 
organizational goal for most employers. It is often rather seen as a means to reach 
other goals. In the German discourse, Gieseke (2009, 50) has coined the term 
beigeordnete Bildung to describe this phenomenon; it may be translated as ancillary 
education. 

Interestingly enough program planning in enterprises is in most cases carried out by 
a number of stakeholders, rather than only the training department. The planning 
process does not follow the linear planning models described in handbooks, but is 
complex and affected by conflicting interests (Weber et al., 1994; Neuberger, 1991; 
Käpplinger, 2009). It can be defined as ‘a social activity in which adult educators 
negotiate interests in organizational contexts structured by power relations’ (Mills et 
al., 1995, 4). So far it has not been researched in detail in what way the differing 
interests of the stakeholders involved have an impact on program planning.  

The results of the study constitute a contribution to both research and practice of 
adult education. The study’s design aims at providing fundamental insights, while at 
the same time being application-oriented. More precisely, the results of the study are 
expected to constitute an important contribution to a professional approach to 
program planning and potential conflicts of interest. In addition, they will advance 
research regarding the understanding of program planning. The process of program 
planning will not only be described in detail within the context of CVT, but also the 
correlation between variations of that process and the output – the programs 
planned - will be examined for the first time.  

As a preliminary result, the study proposes two new categories: the functions 
subjectively assigned to CVT (Funktionen) and the rationalities of justifying functions, 
goals and decisions (Begründungslogiken). In a next step, the results will be further 
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condensed. Ideally, a grounded theory and/or a typology of cultures of program 
planning may be derived (see paragraph on first results for details). 

The following paragraphs present the theoretical framework, explain the research 
design and give an overview of the initial results and the next analytical steps. A final 
paragraph offers some first thoughts on implications for both the research and 
practice of adult education. 

Theoretical framework  
The theoretical approach draws, on the one hand, on the critical view on program 
planning formulated by Cervero and Wilson (1994, 2001) and taken up by Mills et al. 
(1995). On the other hand, the understanding of the process of program planning is 
inspired by the works of Gieseke (2003, 2008). The context of CVT has been 
researched in comprehensive quantitative studies (Adult Education Survey, 
Continuing Vocational Training Survey) and in extensive qualitative studies, which 
for example identify relevant influencing factors or focus on decision making 
(Bäumer, 1999; Heuer 2010). As has already been pointed out, the process of 
program planning has been investigated as well (Weber et al., 1994; Neuberger, 
1991; (Mills et al., 1995; Käpplinger, 2009). 

What has not been researched before is the interaction of multiple stakeholders 
during the process of planning training programs. In what ways do the different 
stakeholders influence this process? The governance analytical framework as 
adapted for the educational system by Kussau and Brüsemeister (2007) provides a 
useful perspective. It does not assume that there is only one central actor steering a 
process, but rather that every output is co-produced by different actors. As they are 
interdependent, they need to coordinate their actions. Nor has the second question 
guiding this study – namely: what are the correlations between process (program 
planning) and output (training program)? - been researched yet. Again, the 
governance analytical framework offers a helpful perspective by distinguishing 
between actions on the meso-level that influence actions and output on the micro-
level (Schimank, 2007). 

The following paragraphs briefly introduce further central aspects of the theoretical 
framework. 

Cervero and Wilson (1994, 261) suggested a model of planning situations, showing 
them to be defined by two dimensions: type of power relations (symmetrical, 
asymmetrical) and relations among legitimate interests (consensual, conflictual). 

 

type of power relations 
relations  
among legitimate interests 

symmetrical asymmetrical 

Consensual strategy: 
satisfice 

strategy: 
network 

Conflictual strategy: 
bargain 

strategy: 
counteract 

Conflictual strategy: strategy: 
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bargain counteract 

Source: Cervero & Wilson, 1994, 261. 

Mills et al. (1995, 4) focused on the question of ‘how competing organizational 
interests are translated into educational programs’. They identified three different 
factors as being relevant: resources (including support from other stakeholders 
internal and external to the organization), organization structure and organization 
culture (including e.g. recruiting practices) and, as a third factor, power relations 
(Mills et al., 1995, 9). 

Gieseke (2003, 202) describes the process of program planning not as a linear 
process, but as a sequence of individual steps always taken in a different order. 
Furthermore, he considers the process to be guided not so much by rational 
arguments, but rather as being influenced by the alignment of different interests 
(Gieseke, 2008, 105). 

Heuer (2010) analyzed the negotiation of decisions regarding CVT on the basis of 
case studies carried out in the chemical industry and the insurance business (she 
also studied the link between those decisions and controlling measures regarding 
training activities). The research questions formulated above follow up on the results 
she presented.  

Research design 
The research design includes three comparative case studies in order to answer the 
two main research questions: In what way do different stakeholders influence the 
process of program planning? What are the correlations between process (program 
planning) and output (training program)? 

Each case study combines nine to twelve qualitative interviews with different 
stakeholders with an analysis of the training program (a research method developed 
in the discipline of adult education, see Käpplinger, 2008). This allows not only to 
cover the perspectives of all stakeholders involved, but also to reveal their impact on 
the program itself. Following the maxims of the Grounded Theory as formulated by 
Strauss and Corbin (1997), the enterprises were selected one by one from diverse 
industrial branches to ensure theoretical sampling. This was done under the 
assumption that factors such as branch, number of employees, economic situation, 
and heterogeneity of workforce influence the planning process (see also Bäumer, 
1999). 

As all enterprises asked to remain anonymous, the following description will only 
give some key facts. Two of the three enterprises are headquartered in Germany; 
one of them is part of a group based in another European country. On average, they 
employ more than 30,000 employees; all of them employ more than 10,000 people. 
One enterprise operates in the health sector, the second is a retailer with more than 
1,500 stores, and the third provides heat and power. All three enterprises have a 
central training department, in two cases it is supported by regional training 
managers in different parts of the organization. 

In each of the three enterprises a first interview was conducted with the head of the 
training department, who then established contact with further interviewees. In all 
three enterprises members of the team responsible for training were interviewed as 
well as managers on different hierarchical levels, employees without leadership 
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responsibilities, and representatives of the workers’ council. If the planning of training 
programs was a major part of the interviewee’s tasks, he or she was considered an 
expert and a slightly different interview guideline was used. If the interviewee was 
only sometimes involved in program planning (managers, representatives of workers’ 
council) or was mainly involved in training issues as a participant (employees without 
leadership responsibilities), more open questions were asked. At the end of each 
case study a final interview was conducted with the head of the training department. 
For the purpose of communicative validation, results regarding the specific company 
and the current state of theorization were presented and critically discussed. 

In total, the data set consists of 33 interviews with an average duration of 62 
minutes, which amounts to 34 hours of interviews recorded and transliterated. 

For the analysis, both the coding techniques described in the Grounded Theory and 
the Qualitative Content Analysis (Mayring 2000) were applied. After the open coding 
of the first interviews of case A, a code system was developed. It was kept open, 
which meant that codes could be added, joined or deleted throughout the process. 
The final version includes ten core categories with up to thirteen codes. Nine of 
these can be considered rather descriptive; the last includes all major analytical 
codes. 

Coding system 
01. Information on interviewee 
02. Information on training department 
03. Information on enterprise 
04. CVT in the context of the enterprise 
05. “Usage” of CVT 
06. Training program  
07. Program planning 
08. Planning of specific training 
09. Stakeholders 
10. Culture of program planning 
 
First results and next steps  
Since, at the moment of writing this paper, the project is still ongoing, all results 
presented here have to be considered preliminary.  

They include, on the one hand, an in-depth description of each case based on the 
analysis of the interviews and the training catalogues. This covers details on all core 
categories as listed in the coding system (see above). On the other hand, the 
analytical categories that emerged in the coding process are described and 
compared with the current state of research.  

The next task will be to condense the results into three different dimensions. This will 
be achieved by revealing the interlinkages between the analytical categories, ideally 
resulting in the description of a grounded theory. Secondly, the analysis of the 
training catalogue will be detailed and linked with the interview data. The third 
conceivable dimension is a typology of cultures of program planning.  

Summaries of the case studies  
The preliminary results indicate that, indeed, multiple stakeholders are at play when 
it comes to designing educational programs within enterprises. Interestingly, those 
programs only in part consist of training activities planned in advance by a training 
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department and offered as a fixed training program; rather, they are a compilation of 
different ‘program areas’. 

In case A (the health care enterprise), the department responsible for all CVT 
activities is part of a staff function. There are two teams, one being responsible for 
the development of trainings and for contact with the managers, the other taking care 
of the administration. Other important stakeholders are the managing directors of 
different sites and the respective human resources (HR) managers.  

In case B (the retail enterprise), the training department is part of a central HR 
department which, in turn, is split into a team of developers and a team of 
administrators. They work in close cooperation with a group of local training officers, 
each of whom is responsible for 20 to 40 stores. Other important stakeholders, in this 
case, are the facilitators (training officers as well as store managers) and the 
regional managers. 

In case C (the energy company), the HR structure is more complex than in the first 
two cases. This is partly due to the fact that it is the biggest of the three enterprises 
and that it has undergone several restructurings. At the time of research, the training 
department in Germany was responsible not only for the design and administration 
of CVT activities in all German units but also for that in two other countries. It 
receives input from a talent management staff function that is based in the European 
headquarters and has a regional representative responsible for Germany. The 
German training department is split into three teams: technical trainings, soft skill 
trainings, “standard” trainings (mainly IT and commercial topics) and administration. 
Other important stakeholders include the HR business partners and the line 
managers, the latter holding the power of decision regarding the training budget. 

Besides differing ambient conditions, each case has its own peculiarities. In case A, 
it seems extremely important to give the impression of a fair distribution of training 
opportunities among the different occupational groups. In case B, corporate 
philosophy plays a crucial role, thus many different terms referring to CVT have been 
coined. By contrast, practical constraints seem to reduce the leeway in decision-
making to almost zero in case C. 

Theorization of core categories 
What turned out to be very interesting in the course of the analysis and helpful with 
regard to the purpose of the study were the different functions (Funktionen) 
subjectively assigned by the interview partners to the training activities and the 
rationalities of justifying goals and decisions (Begründungslogik). Both phenomena 
were first detected in the data and then described in comparison to the current state 
of research. 

Functions of CVT (Funktionen): The fact that CVT aims at more than mere learning 
outcomes was already pointed out several decades ago, amongst others by Wittwer 
(1981) and Diedrich (1988). Later authors mainly followed their point of view 
(Geissler and Orthey, 1990; Rodehuth, 1999; Quenzler 2008; Dewe and Feistel, 
2013). The functions described include qualification, employer image, integration of 
employees, economization of social interaction, larger number of subordinates 
assigned to HR manager, and so on. They have also been empirically proven in 
quantitative surveys among German enterprises (Seyda and Werner, 2014). 
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What has been missing is the correlation of functions with the different stakeholders 
involved. Our working definition hence is:  

The function of CVT describes the impact of training activities on other objectives, 
including organizational goals as well as stakeholder interests – as assigned by 
the stakeholders interviewed. It is not an objective category, but rather a subjective 
one. 

In what way the functions assigned influence the planning process cannot be fully 
described yet. One assumption is that a productive planning process – one that 
benefits all stakeholders - depends on the degree of coherence within the enterprise. 
In case A, the main stakeholders seem to assign quite different functions to CVT, 
whereas in case B there is greater consensus and more proactive planning. This will 
be analyzed in detail in the next steps outlined above. 

Rationalities of justification (Begründungslogik): The three cases also differed 
widely with regard to the ways in which the interview partners justify decisions, 
sometimes depending on the parts of the programs they were talking about. 

This phenomenon has previously been described as different justifications (Wittwer, 
1981), logics of action (Harney, 1996), or rationalities and motives (Käpplinger 
2010). The focus has sometimes been placed on the decisions themselves and 
sometimes on their communication within the organization. In an adaptation of the 
governance framework to educational sciences the term Sinnlogik is used. It can be 
translated as standard and is defined as the reference to sets of criteria that are 
considered relevant to decision-making (Benz et al., 2004, 33). 

Begründungslogik (rationalities of justification) - the term that seems to best fit our 
findings – was first proposed by Robak et al. (2014). Similar to Benz et al., they 
suggest that, in the process of justification, the actors make reference to sets of 
criteria outside the organization itself. Robak et al. (2014) differentiate three different 
fields that are made reference to: 

- adult education as a profession 

- ‘the market’ (demand) 

- a political perspective.  

Our current assumption is that different rationalities of justification can be analyzed 
with regard to three aspects: the justification of decisions made in the planning 
process, the justification of the functions assigned to CVT, and the justification of the 
objectives CVT is linked to. To this, we have added a fourth field: 

- business administration (focus on cost-benefit ratios). 

The next steps of analysis will include a closer look at how stakeholders differ with 
regard to rationalities of justification, i.e. in how they refer to different sets of criteria, 
and how that influences the process of program planning. 

Implications for Adult Education research and practice 
With regard to the theorization of CVT, the findings on different functions subjectively 
assigned to CVT by the stakeholders and on the different rationalities of justification 
contribute to an understanding of program planning that takes the political 
dimensions of the context into account. It allows for a more accurate representation 
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of the reality in enterprises regarding the process of program planning. If – as is 
expected – a typology of planning processes can be derived from the data in the 
next steps of the analysis and if a link to the programs planned can be found, a 
typology of cultures of program planning may well be the final outcome of the study. 
This typology should subsequently be validated in further research and in other 
institutions of adult education. 

Regarding methodology, the study shows that the governance analytical framework 
provides a useful tool for research in the context of CVT. Also, the combination of 
qualitative interviews with an analysis of the training programs seems fruitful. 

As far as the practice of adult education within enterprises is concerned, the study 
provides a framework for critical reflection on whether and to what extent a training 
program meets the interests of all the different stakeholders involved – the enterprise 
as well as the individual learner. 
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Adult community learning participation and 
involvement in schooling: influences at play 

Suzanne Samuel, Cardiff University, UK 

Introduction 

The argument that parental participation in adult community learning (ACL) plays a 

part in influencing children’s later life outcomes is appealing but as such there is little 

empirical data to prove that this may be the case. Nevertheless, studies in this area 

have emerged highlighting some of the complexities and benefits, notably the work 

of Gorard et al. (1999) and Brassett-Grundy (2004). However findings by Sabates et 

al. (2011) are less optimistic. Using data from the UK Avon Longitudinal Study of 

Parents and Children (ALSPAC), the study found no association between mothers’ 

participation in learning and improvements in the test scores of their 14-year-old 

children, although they acknowledge there may be benefits at other stages of 

children’s development.  In contrast, Attewell and Lavin (2007), drawing on statistical 

data from the City University of New York (CUNY) study and the National 

Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) Mother-Child Sample, argue that no matter the 

origin of a mother’s background, ethnic grouping or disadvantages faced throughout 

the life course, mothers who study at university stand to increase their children’s 

chances of success. Similarly, Domina and Roksa (2012) argue that exposure to 

higher education after childbirth can change some parenting behaviours, especially 

in relation to the activities which focus on children’s schooling. However both studies 

acknowledge that the mechanisms by which this process occurs are not fully 

understood.  

Purpose of study 

In light of these varied findings, this research study explores the extent to which 

participation in ACL influences parents’ perceptions and practices with respect to the 

education of their children.  The research objectives set out: 

1) To understand parents’ lives in relation to their education, training and work 

trajectories. 

2) To explore parents’ perceptions of their role and responsibilities towards 

schooling their children. 

3) To examine in what ways participation in ACL might influence parents and, 

equally, to evaluate whether those influences make a difference to the way 

that parents school their children.  

 

Since data is in the preliminary stages of analysis, this paper draws upon the 

experiences of one family unit: mother, father and their children.   
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Adult community learning (ACL) in Wales 

ACL operates in different ways depending on which part of the United Kingdom you 

live but essentially anyone over the age of 19 years is able to participate. In Wales 

ACL is funded by the Welsh Government (WG) and learning opportunities are mainly 

delivered through Further Education colleges, Higher Education Institutions and 

Local Authorities. ACL courses vary in type and level ranging from formal accredited 

courses through to informal non-accredited learning. Learning is mainly delivered on 

main college or university campuses, or held in community-based venues (WG, 

2013). Adults participate for many different reasons: some participate because they 

want to expand or improve their knowledge and skills; others may want to gain a 

qualification to secure a new or better job. Nonetheless, ACL is important since it 

offers adults the opportunity to learn at any stage throughout the life course.   

Design, methodology, approach  

This small-scale qualitative study adopted a ‘biographical’ approach (Turk and 

Mrozowicki, 2013) on data gathered during ‘life story’ interviews with 24 parents (18 

female, 6 male) that left school at 16 years of age or earlier. Interviews with parents 

were semi-structured focusing on background, education, training and work, and 

experiences of schooling their children. Additionally, and with parental 

permission/child assent, 9 semi-structured interviews were carried out with 13 of 

their offspring. Participants were primarily recruited from the South Wales area, 

although a small number were recruited outside of Wales. With the assistance of 

staff from the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) Cymru, several WEA groups 

of learners were identified and invited to take part in the study. Also learners 

studying at other education and training institutions, and parents who had never 

engaged in formal learning since leaving school, were targeted via ‘snowballing’ 

techniques (Silverman, 2010). The reason for adopting this particular design was to 

explore any differences and similarities in the way that parents from different 

‘learning status’ groups school their children.  

Analysis 

Using NVivo 10 software package for data analysis, parent and child interviews were 

analyzed to capture any emerging themes and patterns (Coffey and Atkinson, 1996). 

In addition, parent ‘life stories’ were analyzed using a biographical narrative 

interpretative method (BNIM) procedure formulated by Wengraf and Chamberlayne 

(2013). This method allows interview data to be analyzed in three different ways by 

capturing: firstly, the ‘objective’ side of the interview i.e. the timeline of events and 

phases that occur within the lived life; secondly, the ‘subjective’ side of the interview 

i.e. the subjective account of events as told in the person’s own words; and finally, 

the interviewer’s interpretation of the subjective flow of the text, in terms of a 

person’s justifications and arguments, life action scheme, institutional action scheme, 

trajectory of suffering, and metamorphosis.   

The next three sections describe each parent’s life story followed by a discussion on 

the influences involved in schooling their children.  



343 
 

Owen’s life story 

Owen, now 35, is the youngest of three sons.  His mother is a housewife and part-

time cleaner and his father works at a local factory. 

Whilst at school Owen excels at sport but finds the academic side, specifically 

writing, extremely difficult. This leads him to conclude that ‘me and English: we’re the 

worst enemy.’ Later, in secondary school he often ‘bunks off’ to return home to play 

computer games with his father, who due to ill health, cannot work in the factory. 

Consequently Owen leaves school at 16 with two qualifications; computer studies 

and physical education. At this point Owen’s hope is to find a job. Since jobs are in 

plentiful supply he immediately finds work labouring for a local building contractor. 

However he soon realizes that getting up at 6am, and working 12-hour shifts for little 

money is no fun. Later his girlfriend, Yvonne, falls pregnant with their first child, 

which means that Owen is constantly on the look out for better-paid work to support 

his family.  During this period his brother returns to learn part-time. Owen cannot 

understand his brother’s motivation for learning and comments by saying, ‘He was 

going to night school and, you know, I was going, you are stupid you are.’  

Some years later, and disillusioned with factory work, a redundancy opportunity 

arises and Owen leaves his job. Subsequently he is successful in landing a job as a 

community sports assistant.  Part of the job entails studying for a gym instructor 

qualification, however Owen’s poor written skills lets him down and he fails the 

course. He reflects on this experience by saying: 

The practical…I hit all marks, top marks…come to the theory then and I struggled. 

First time I tried it I missed out on 1% on it and that hit me back miles. 

The impact of his failure to achieve is keenly felt. As Bandura et al. (2001, 81) 

explain, ‘Successes raise mastery expectations; repeated failures lower them.’  

Subsequently Owen is resigned to thinking, ‘I just class myself as a hands-on person 

and anything with the pen scares me.’ With funding for the community sports 

assistant job coming to an end, Owen has no other choice but to look for work 

elsewhere. Fortunately, a few weeks later he finds a job as a handyman working for 

the local council. At this juncture Owen’s hopes are thus:  

I thought if I come over here perhaps I’ll get the HGV license… perhaps I can build 

up through the council. It’s not the case: no money left is there for training. 

Although the job is permanent and full-time, Owen works long hours for low pay. 

Moreover in a period of recession, local authority austerity cuts means that training 

opportunities at his grade are virtually non-existent, therefore his prospects for 

career progression at the moment are limited.  

Yvonne’s life story 
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Yvonne, now 33, has two older brothers. Her father has two jobs; working for the 

emergency services, the other at an engineering company, while her mother is a 

social work assistant.   

Towards the end of Yvonne’s primary schooling, her father sustains an injury and 

thereby is no longer able to work. This is a stressful time for the family; Yvonne finds 

it difficult to concentrate at school admitting that, ‘I didn’t want to put the effort in 

truthfully. I mean ‘cause there was so much going on I don’t think my mother and 

father pushed me all that much.’ A few years later, at 13 years of age, Yvonne’s 

father passes away. Nevertheless, despite this setback, Yvonne manages to pass 

nine General Certificate in Education examinations (GCSEs), achieving D grades in 

all but one. However Yvonne’s education ends there, when at 16 she falls pregnant 

with her first child. Consequently her hope at this juncture is to have ‘a little family 

and a little house.’    

During her 20s Yvonne has more children while working and volunteering part-time. 

This period enables Yvonne to try different vocations in office, care and cleaning 

work respectively. Although she begins her career working in an office, she does not 

enjoy the work. Despite this, she manages to complete a Business Admin Level 3 

course. Some time later, and bored with office work, Yvonne accepts an offer to work 

for her friend. However the move proves disastrous and Yvonne has to leave the job. 

This is a turning point in Yvonne’s trajectory since the impact of this negative 

experience galvanizes her. She states:  

This is my motivation. It’s now or never, I’ve got nothing to lose and I'm going back 

to college and I done the Access to Nursing, Access to Health Professional. 

Although Yvonne has found her calling she has regrets about not acting sooner. 

I wish truthfully I’d done my GCSEs, done A levels and gone into nursing from 

school…. I would have been a sister now because now it’s going to take me a 

lifetime. 

Presently, Yvonne is in the middle of completing her nursing degree and is on track 

to become a qualified nurse.  

The influences involved in schooling their children  

Owen and Yvonne have three children: two sons, aged 17 and seven, and a 

daughter aged 10. At secondary school their eldest son passes all examinations with 

good grades, progressing on to college, while their younger son and daughter both 

attend the village primary school. Both sons are doing well in the education system 

however their daughter is experiencing difficulties at school; she lags behind her 

peers by as much as two years. Like Owen, their daughter has difficulties with writing 

as well as problems with reading and numeracy. However due to a change in 

teaching staff, the school fails to put in place the necessary support to help her.  

Meanwhile Yvonne does her best to provide support at home, to the extent that she 
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sets her alarm every day as a reminder to read with the two youngest children. Both 

Owen and Yvonne are unhappy about the way the school has dealt with the issue of 

support for their daughter. Indeed Owen expresses his anger and frustration by 

saying:  

It feels like she’s been pushed aside and me and my Mrs. went up the wall.  Like I 

will go in guns blazing, I don’t care what I say but she does it right…Like I just go 

mad, I just go like that, 'A waste of space.' I do go off my head a bit like. She [his 

wife] knows more, she went to the meetings, like I went as well once but I’ve 

always been at work. 

Drawing on his experiences at school Owen knows all too well the risks involved if 

his daughter fails to receive the vital support she needs. In response to this issue, 

Yvonne has applied to become a school governor. She explains how studying over 

the past five or six years has given her the confidence to undertake this role.  

I think it’s given me more confidence to do it… Before I would think, like I say 

about getting up and saying things in front of people and I say I’m shy and things 

and then when you talk to my friends and things they say, ‘Look, you’re not shy at 

all’… As long as I know a subject or I know what I’m talking about, I'm more than 

confident to get up and I'll talk about it and I'll discuss it and I’ll argue the point… 

So I suppose… I am a lot more confident but I do think it’s because of the course 

as well. Definitely, I weren’t confident before I was doing it.     

When I ask her why she feels differently she explains:  

Because you’re meeting people and you've got to be quite, you can’t, I don't think 

shy away from things. You’ve got to be there, you’ve got to just get involved and 

you’ve got to be chatty and talking to people and doing things like that. You can’t 

be someone, you can’t be somebody who’s just going to cower in the corner and 

not be confident. You’ve got to be confident and you’ve got to be confident in what 

you’re doing… 

Exposure to learning has equipped Yvonne with a newfound confidence and 

consequently she is able to make good use of this when dealing with the school.  

They’ve got reading journals now that the teacher’s supposed to write in and they 

made a comment once in there, 'Your son hasn’t read.' So I was like, right okay, 

fair enough and I said umm… okay, sorry. You know I felt like awful I got to 

apologize… So as the week went on I thought he hasn’t read in school, she hasn't 

written this down, and I put a comment back, 'No I’m disappointed my son hasn’t 

read in school this week,' and the teacher sent me a note back and she said, 'We 

don’t always document in the reading journal' and I put back, 'If it’s not 

documented, it hasn’t been done.'  
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Here Yvonne is able to hold her own, no longer afraid to challenge the word of the 

professional. Furthermore studying has helped Yvonne understand the importance of 

planning and managing deadlines, which she then passes on to the children. 

That’s a big thing I think with learning, trying, you know, with the kids and trying to 

make sure they know like you’ve got to set aside so much time, you can't just leave. 

Like my daughter, she's had projects to do… I'm like; you can’t leave things… I was 

like, ‘Now how long do you think you’re going to take to do this?’  And she was like, 

‘An hour?’ And I was like, ‘You've got to draw it, then you’ve got to type it up, and 

then you've got to do the writing,’ and she was like, ‘Oh, maybe a couple?’ But I was 

like, ‘Yeah, may be a day I would leave for this now. You can’t leave it all just last 

minute’… And she was like, ‘Oh right.’ So I think with things like that you’ve got to try 

and plan ahead and stuff like that. So I try and tell them things like that as well.  

In contrast Owen schools his children in a completely different way. During his 

interview Owen presses home the fact that he likes having fun with his children.  He 

feels his strengths lie in passing on his sports and coaching skills. Indeed his 

influence is reflected in his eldest son’s desire to study sports coaching at college. 

However Owen’s aversion to all things academic, especially anything to do with the 

‘pen’ affects the way he interacts with his children. 

I love picking the kids up from school.  It’s great, isn’t it?  Then I'll go then and 

have ice cream, whatever but if they've got homework, I’m not that, I’ve never 

been that type see. I don't know it’s never been drummed into me, you know, the 

homework. Never liked it anyway. I don’t expect them to like it so I’d rather take 

them to the park. 

Nevertheless, Owen does try to help his children however sometimes his efforts are 

met with derision. Here he describes his daughter’s reaction to his offers of help by 

saying:   

If you'd said to her, 'Look I'm going to help you get the best,' but if I said that to her 

now she’d think I'm rowing with her because that’s all I’ve done with her is play 

games with her and mess around. She's like, 'You don’t know what you’re talking 

about,' ‘cause she knows what I’m like… 

Here Owen’s daughter demonstrates her lack of confidence in his ability to help her. 

Moreover we see how Owen’s love of doing ‘fun things’ with his children overrides 

the chore of helping them out academically.  

The last thing I want to do is sit down and read books to my daughter when I can 

just say to my son grab Monopoly out or something, we'll have a game.  To me I 

see the fun that way I do ‘cause I’ve always seen the fun that way.  Playing, having 

a bit of fun with them, go on a trampoline, you know, bit of a wrestler…    

When asked a question about his hopes and aspirations for his children, Owen 

comments on his hopes for his daughter: 
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Obviously I want the best, if she’s a brain surgeon - great, but as long as she’s 

happy and she gets to do what she wants to do, whatever it is. She did say at one 

point she wants...  I said, I’ll look after you: you don’t need to move out babe. You 

can stay with me forever, ‘cause it’s my girl see.  

As a parent Owen’s natural instinct is to protect her; he does not want to see her 

suffer.  In response to his caring nature his daughter says, ‘I’ll just go on the dole and 

you can pay for me.’ Under the circumstances his daughter’s attitude is unsurprising 

considering her difficulties at school. However, in the same breath Owen describes 

his wife’s reaction by saying: 

And my wife's like that, ‘Don’t tell her that! That's not the way!’ But… as long as 

they’re happy then, the same with my son like, you know, if he didn’t want to be 

something well he don't have to be… my wife said [to son], ‘Well what do you want 

to be?’ I said, ‘You didn’t know what you wanted to be until two or three years ago, 

how do you expect him to know when he’s 16?’ She said, ‘I know that but he’s got 

to have some sort of route.’  

Here we see the difference in attitudes and behaviour between husband and wife. 

Despite both parents wanting the best for their children, the difference in the way 

they school their children is stark; Owen’s fun, laissez-faire approach often conflicts 

with, and unknowingly undermines Yvonne’s pragmatic, structured approach. Indeed 

Yvonne tries her best to ‘push’ the children. She understands the struggles of 

learning in later life, and unlike Owen, urges them on by saying: ‘Don’t underestimate 

yourself’; and, ‘Don’t sell yourself short like try, whatever you want to be, do it.’  

Concluding comment 

This paper provides a basic discussion about attitudes and behaviours towards 

learning. It explores the ways in which parents influence their children, whilst 

highlighting the role of ACL and, in doing so, uncovers some of the mechanisms 

involved in the process of schooling the next generation. 

References 

Attewell P and Lavin D E (2007) Passing the Torch: Does Higher Education for the 

Disadvantaged Pay Off Across the Generations? New York, Russell Sage 

Foundation. 

Bandura A et al. (2001) 'Self-Efficacy Beliefs as Shapers of Children's Aspirations 

and Career Trajectories', Child Development, 72, 1, pp. 187-206. 

Brassett-Grundy A (2004) 'Family life and learning: Emergent themes' in T Schuller 

(ed), The Benefits of Learning: the impact of education on health, family life and 

learning, London, New York, RoutledgeFalmer. 

Coffey A and Atkinson P (1996) Making sense of qualitative data: complementary 

research strategies, Thousand Oaks, Sage. 



348 
 

Domina T and Roksa J (2012) 'Should Mom go back to school? Post-natal 

educational attainment and parenting practices', Social Science Research, 41, pp. 

695-708. 

Gorard S et al. (1999) 'Patterns of Participation in Lifelong Learning: Do Families 

Make a Difference?' British Educational Research Journal, 25, 4, pp. 517-532. 

Sabates R et al. (2011) 'The impact of mothers' adult learning on their children's 

academic performance', Oxford Review of Education, 37, 4, pp. 485-504. 

Silverman D (2010) Doing Qualitative Research- A Practical Handbook. (3rd ed), 

London, Sage Publications. 

Turk J D and Mrozowicki A (2013) Realist Biography and European Policy: an 

innovative approach to European policy studies, Leuven, Leuven University Press. 

Wengraf T and Chamberlayne P (2013) 'Biography-using Research (BNIM), Sostris, 

Institutional Regimes, and Critical Pyscho-Societal Realism' in J D Turk and A 

Mrozowicki (eds) Realist Biography and European Policy: an innovative approach to 

European policy studies, Leuven, Leuven University Press. 

Welsh Government (GV) (2013) Community Learning [Online]. Welsh Government. 

Available from: 

http://gov.wales/topics/educationandskills/learningproviders/communitylearning/?lan

g=en [Accessed 23 April 2015].  

 

 

 
  

http://gov.wales/topics/educationandskills/learningproviders/communitylearning/?lang=en
http://gov.wales/topics/educationandskills/learningproviders/communitylearning/?lang=en


349 
 

Back to top 

 

“What are we doing this for?” Liberal studies in 
vocational education 

Robin Simmons, University of Huddersfield, UK 

Introduction 
Technical and vocational education has always been regarded as second best to 
academic learning, especially in England where work-related learning is traditionally 
reserved for the lower classes, particularly when delivered in colleges of further 
education (FE1) (Hyland and Winch, 2007). Yet, from the 1950s until the 1980s, all 
FE colleges included an element of liberal education in the majority of their 
vocational courses, known variously as liberal studies (LS), general studies (GS) or 
general and communication studies (G&CS). Differing terminology partly reflected 
competing conceptions of vocational education, and its relationship with other forms 
of knowledge, but all such provision was informed, at least partly, by the principle 
that vocational learners should develop certain forms of social and cultural 
knowledge alongside specific work-related skills. Such notions had been popular 
within sections of the English intelligentsia since the nineteenth century and there 
were, over time, attempts to expose sections of the working class to particular forms 
of liberal education, but LS did not receive official approval until the Ministry of 
Education’s Circular 323, Liberal Education in Technical Colleges (MoE, 1957) 
required all FE colleges to include an element of liberal education in the vocational 
curriculum. Unlike today, however, colleges were allowed substantial discretion in 
the organisation and delivery of LS/GS and so, in Bernsteinian terms, there was a 
significant insulating boundary between educational and non-educational discourses 
as represented by the state (Bernstein, 1977, 42). This, as we will see, changed over 
time but notions of independent thinking and cultural enrichment were usually central 
to liberal studies following Circular 323. But, whilst thousands of lecturers taught 
variants of liberal studies and probably millions of students attended such classes, 
there is little published research on this subject.  
 
The paper begins with a brief overview of the origins of liberal studies in FE and 
some of its key features during the 1950s and 1960s. It then deals with series of 
initiatives which, from the 1970s onwards, eventually led to its demise. This is 
followed by a section which presents data from interviews, conducted during 2013-
14, with former FE lecturers who taught LS/GS between the early-1960s and the 
early-1990s.This section draws on Basil Bernstein’s (2000) work on pedagogic 
discourses and argues that, under some conditions, liberal studies allowed 
vocational learners access to what Bernstein famously described as ‘powerful 
knowledge’ – that is, knowledge which affords the possibility to think beyond the 
immediate and the material, and to contest social and economic inequality. The 
paper finishes by highlighting some of the contradictions between FE today and 
dominant discourses about the relationship between education and the economy. 
These, it is argued, are essentially rooted in the class-based inequalities which 
continue to characterise education and training in England, and elsewhere.     
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Liberal studies: a brief history 
In England, there has always been a close relationship between education and 
social class, although there have also been attempts to provide at least relatively 
privileged sections of the working class with certain forms of liberal education - the 
Christian Socialist movement of the mid-nineteenth century being closely associated 
with this spirit (Pellegrino-Sutcliffe, 2014). But education for the ‘lower orders’ has 
always been about social control as much as emancipation (Lawton, 1975), and 
arguably there were continuities between Christian Socialism and the synchronous 
Oxford extension delegacy and the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge 
which developed as an antidote to working-class activism in the 1820s.  
 
Going into the twentieth century, Christian Socialist ideas became increasingly 
influential, and when the Lloyd-George’s Government established an Adult 
Education Committee within the Ministry of Reconstruction, prominent members 
included Christian Socialists such as R.H. Tawny, A.L. Smith, alongside leading 
lights in the YMCA and WEA. The Committee was:  

[A]nxious that technical instruction... be further broadened by... studies which will 
enable the student to relate his own occupation to the industry of which it is a part, 
to appreciate the place of that industry in the economic life of the nation and the 
world, and to interpret the economic life of the community in terms of social 
values... (MoR, 1919, 152-153).  

The social and political uncertainties of the inter-war years meant that, like many 
proposed reforms, the introduction of LS went largely unfulfilled, but clearly many of 
the ideas which underpinned the liberal studies movement were formulated well 
before Circular 323. The years following the end of World War Two saw a broad 
consensus amongst policymakers, college leaders and many large employers about 
the development of vocational education. Central to this was the National Institute for 
Adult Education’s (NIAE) belief that work-related learning should also promote 
students’ social, moral and cultural development: 

[A] certain measure of liberal non-vocational study should be included in vocational 
education...at least one and a half hours during the day should be devoted to non-
vocational studies…for full-time and sandwich course students such work should 
represent about one-fifth of their time-table (NIAE, 1955, 123).                   

Such ambitions need to be located within the spirit of social and economic 
reconstruction which characterised post-war Britain, but there were also concerns 
about the power of organised labour - and many employers, especially in highly-
unionised industries, saw the need to provide workers with a degree of social and 
moral education, as well as technical instruction. In this climate, the NIAE model, 
rooted as it was in the WEA/Oxford-extension tradition, offered a vehicle through 
which young workers could be taught to accommodate with rather than challenge the 
status quo.  
 
From LGS to Functional Skills 
Although cultures varied between and within individual institutions, it is possible to 
recognise certain trends following Circular 323 - one being the ‘moral rescue’ model 
of liberal studies (Neale, 1966, 126) whereby young people were taught to become 
good, honest citizens. This was sometimes reinforced by using ex-schoolteachers, 
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clergymen and other earnest individuals to teach liberal studies, a tendency often 
leading to conservative and individualised practice rather than critically-informed 
teaching and learning (Carroll, 1980). In the immediate post-war period, the FE 
student population was both relatively small though - 147,500 day-release students 
in 1947 (MoE, 1949, 40) - and many attended institutions which eventually became 
part of the higher education sector2. But the nature of both the student body and 
LS/GS was soon to change and by 1957 there were over 400,000 day-release 
students (MoE, 1958, 26), and a feeling that more students were of modest ability. 
Liberal studies was also relabelled as general studies and, although LS and GS were 
often used interchangeably, arguably this was the first of a series of changes which 
eventually lead to the replacement of liberal studies with more instrumental forms of 
learning such as Key Skills and Functional Skills.  
 
Meanwhile, there was an expansion of university-level education to a broader 
section of the population and in the late-1960s, a newly-qualified cohort of graduates 
– many from working-class backgrounds, with social science and humanities 
degrees – went into further education to teach LS/GS (Watson, 1973, 45-46). This 
new generation of often Left-leaning lecturers then came face-to-face with day-
release students, many of whom came from sections of the working class previously 
excluded from post-compulsory education (Carroll, 1980, 30). Against a background 
of growing self-assertion by young people in music, fashion, sport and so forth, 
LS/GS teachers were frequently pushed into reciprocal, mutual and dialogic modes 
of teaching and learning rarely found in formal education.  

Mike: It was the dialogue between people from a working-class background who 
had gone to university and people from a broadly similar background who had 
become apprentices and... discussions that occurred – even though... quite difficult 
and bruising – were essential and crucial.  

From the early-1970s, significant changes in vocational education began to realign 
FE with the industrial restructuring of the UK. One consequence of this was the 
creation of the Technician Education Council (TEC), an awarding body which 
introduced General and Communication Studies, a new variant of liberal education 
with a greater emphasis on literacy and language skills and formally assessed in at 
least nominal parity with the vocational curriculum. Although many practitioners 
contended that formal assessment ran contrary to the ‘free-thinking’ tradition of 
LS/GS, some argued it helped motivate students to engage more fully with learning 
outside their immediate vocational area (Watson, 1973, 15-17). Either way, G&CS 
units were still devised at the individual college level and so practitioners continued 
to exercise significant autonomy - both over curriculum content and delivery. So, 
whilst the introduction of General and Communication Studies signalled the 
beginning of a process of systematic specification and assessment, there was some 
continuity with earlier forms of LS/GS. From the mid-1970s onwards, other initiatives, 
such as Social and Life Skills (SLS), were introduced as part of newly-created 
training programmes such as the Youth Opportunities Programme and the Youth 
Training Scheme (YTS). But, whilst SLS was intended to be more instrumental than 
other forms of LS/GS, teachers were often able to create ‘space’ for more 
progressive teaching and learning (Gleeson, 1989) and so such initiatives can 
perhaps be seen as constituting the final historical phase of liberal education in FE.  
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G&CS was replaced by Common Skills in BTEC programmes (BTEC created by 
merger of the Business Education Council and TEC) in the late-1980s. Then, when 
GNVQs were introduced in the early-1990s, such provision was superseded by Core 
Skills. In the lead-up to Curriculum 2000, a broader restructuring of the curriculum at 
the turn of the millennium, Core Skills were supplanted by Key Skills, which were 
themselves then replaced with Functional Skills. Although all these initiatives were 
quite similar, each became more closely tied to the perceived needs of business, 
stripped of broader forms of knowledge and regulated both through examination and 
inspection regimes, and via various forms of managerialism at the level of the 
individual institution. Arguably, such forms of learning can be understood as what 
Richard Johnson once described as ‘a device for the political control of knowledge’ 
(Johnson, 1991, 82).  
 
Civilising the natives? 
This section of the paper draws on interviews with 13 former LS/GS lecturers (Nine 
men, four women), most of whom were social sciences or humanities graduates. 
Whilst perhaps many participants reflected the ‘typical’ profile of a liberal studies 
lecturer, it cannot be claimed that they constitute a sample from which we can 
generalise about the views of all former LS/GS lecturers, particularly as many were 
involved in organisations which campaigned on behalf of the liberal studies 
movement, including the General Studies Section of the trade union NATFHE. Data 
is, however, drawn from practitioners who delivered variants of LS/GS to a wide 
range of vocational students including hairdressers, caterers, construction, 
engineering and business students, as well those undertaking YTS and similar 
programmes. In total, participants taught in 25 colleges, including institutions based 
in major cities, industrial towns, and numerous other locations, delivering LS/GS 
between 1962 and 1991. All but two taught variants of liberal studies for over ten 
years. Some participants had clear views about what liberal and general studies 
were for:  

Eric: I wanted to get involved in some kind of political or social literacy... I decided 
to go into FE, as I say, believing that you could change the world through 
education [laughs] – and so what I would be doing was engaging with students 
and helping them develop themselves... 

Others were more equivocal: 

Martin: The worst experiences I’ve ever had in teaching were when somebody 
would say ‘what are we doing this for?’ and I found that a really debilitating 
question... in all honesty, sometimes I didn’t have a very good answer.         

Some participants also had difficulties engaging students whose attitudes and 
opinions ran contrary to those they wished to promote – although respondents also 
talked about the emancipatory effects of LS/GS for others.             

Bob: [F]ifty per cent… had closed minds... impossible to teach...The other fifty per 
cent, yes, it’s exciting when you spark something in a person’s mind and they do 
things for themselves... So part of it was incredibly exciting and wonderful because 
you realised that you’d help that person grow and developed them... But the other 
half – the nightmare half – no.    
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[T]here were times when you... felt something had moved and people had 
engaged with something that perhaps they hadn’t thought about before… 
engaging with something... quite theoretical and difficult, politically interesting.              

Watson (1973), however, argues that, in some cases, the LS/GS teacher could 
become almost a cultural missionary, purveying pre-packaged cultural capital to the 
lower orders.  

Anthony: [D]iscussing politics and literature with working-class students...that 
might have been a naïve concept – to consider educating the working class to 
become politically active. It seems rather condescending now.                   

David:  I hope this is not patronising...giving them access to...art, music, literature, 
film and all of that. I mean I feel uneasy but, at the time, it’s like civilising the 
natives and it’s not meant to be... 

Basil Bernstein’s work on pedagogic discourses can provide an alternative 
understanding of LS/GS. Bernstein (2000, 32-33), who taught day-release students 
at City Day College, Shoreditch, identifies three types of pedagogic discourse which 
he links to different forms of knowledge. These discourses Bernstein classifies as 
singular and regional modes, associated with high-status learning, and a generic 
mode which, he says, is both more recent and lower status - and, which, according 
to Bernstein (1999, 169), are generally reserved for the ‘less able’, having first 
introduced into mainstream education via YTS and similar initiatives. The singular 
mode is, Bernstein argues, associated mainly with academic subjects such as 
English, history and the natural sciences, whereas regional modes are often found in 
quasi-professional training, such as for nursing or teaching. Those preparing to work 
in more prestigious fields, for example, law or architecture, usually have access to a 
combination of singular and regional modes. In contrast, generic modes are 
commonly located in lowly-regarded forms of learning and focus on every-day 
experiences of work and life, rather than conceptual knowledge.  
 
Managing personal relationships, applying for a mortgage, ‘current affairs’ and other 
topics which could be classified as regional or generic pedagogic discourses were 
often part of the LS/GS experience, but, at other times, liberal studies also provided 
vocational learners with access to English literature, history, politics, and other forms 
of learning which reflect Bernstein’s singular modes of knowledge. But it is important 
to recognise that the value of such knowledge is not solely related to social status: 
for Bernstein (1999) principled, conceptual knowledge affords an explanatory power 
which ‘everyday knowledge’ cannot provide. For him, the ‘distance’ or discursive gap 
between everyday situations, theoretical concepts and general principles provide ‘the 
crucial site of the yet to be thought’ (Bernstein, 2000, 31). Or, in other words, the 
space in which powerful knowledge can be produced. Such sentiments were 
expressed by many participants:  

Bob: [LS/GS was] to give students a critical understanding of the world, a way of 
becoming more politically, media, socially-literate, a political corrective to the types 
of commonsense notions and falsely obvious stuff...    

Barry:  [E]nabling them how to look, for example… how art is created, 
manufactured... its filters and gatekeepers... It’s all those other sorts of filters, 
those political barriers, which you need to overcome. So enabling them to have a 
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critical fix and perspective on – and be able to overcome – what they would see as 
barriers. 

In contrast, Bernstein regards generic modes of pedagogy as directed towards 
immediate goals and embedded in ‘common-sense’ knowledge. This, in turn, is 
connected to the notion of trainability where individuals supposedly accrue various 
transferable skills, through which it is assumed they will be equipped to engage and 
re-engage with the constantly changing circumstances of employment. But by 
removing generic practices from their original contexts the power relations and 
inequalities inherent within work and life are excluded, and the possibility of 
understanding and critiquing such processes is removed. This, for Bernstein, (2000, 
59) effectively denies ‘the dynamic interface between individual careers and the 
social or collective base’, effectively placing a socially empty concept at centre of 
education. But the promotion of particular forms of pedagogic identity is, after all, the 
result of struggle between different social groups, the outcome of which is projected 
by the state, and the intention is that such identities create ‘a particular moral 
disposition, motivation and aspiration, embedded in particular performances and 
practices’ (Bernstein, 2000, 65).  
 
Conclusion 
Post-war conceptions of liberal studies were arguably linked to earlier discourses of 
paternalism and social control, but the changing nature of the student body, 
combined with the entry of a cadre of largely Left-leaning LS/GS teachers from the 
1960s onwards, resulted in diverse but often more critically-informed practice 
thereafter. Whilst, over time, liberal studies became increasingly mediated by the 
requirements of the state, practitioners were often able to smuggle progressive and 
critical practice into the curriculum (Gleeson, 1989) - even as provision increasingly 
became ‘a relay of patterns of dominance external to itself’ (Bernstein, 1977). This, it 
is argued, provided many young people with the opportunity to think critically about 
their experiences of work and society, and whilst many resisted or rejected such 
processes, the value of LS/GS was essentially rooted in attempts to provide working-
class students with access to ‘powerful knowledge’.  

Fiona: [O]therwise they would have just come into the college and just done their 
little area of work, and just spent a year or two years just putting bricks onto other 
bricks or just cutting a piece of cloth.                                     

Access to singular and regional modes of knowledge allowed the accounting 
technician to relate her role not only to company strategy but also the wider political 
and economic environment; and the apprentice plumber to contextualise his work, 
both in relation to other construction trades, and to architectural and aesthetic 
principles, as well as to ethical considerations about the built environment more 
broadly. In contrast, competency-based and de-contextualised learning provides little 
opportunity to make connections between work-related practices and their social and 
political context, effectively denying learners access to relational understanding and 
the capacity to generate new knowledge - thus reinforcing their marginalisation and 
disadvantage (Wheelahan, 2007, 648). 
 
The exclusion of working-class learners from knowledge which allows them to 
challenge inequality and oppression is problematic in many ways, but especially if 
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one accepts dominant discourses about the rigors of the ‘knowledge economy’ 
which, we are told, will require individuals to repeatedly develop new forms of 
knowledge and skill throughout their lifetimes. Yet education and training, at least for 
the working-classes, increasingly excludes creative, critical and analytical learning – 
the very capacities deemed necessary to compete in a globalised knowledge 
economy. But we must remember that education systems are not just related to 
economic need, they are also a reflection of a country’s broader culture and values – 
and FE colleges are, after all, institutions better suited to ‘other people’s children’ 
(Richardson, 2007, 417). 
 
Notes 
1The term FE college is used to describe a range of institutions which have always 
been multi-functional but whose main remit has traditionally been providing technical 
and vocational education and training to individuals over the minimum school-leaving 
age. During the period dealt with in this paper these included generalist institutions, 
often known as technical colleges or colleges of further education, and specialist 
institutions which focused on certain subject areas such as art and design, business 
or construction. Whilst international comparisons are not straightforward, FE colleges 
have a number of broad similarities with community colleges in the USA and the 
TAFE institutes in Australia. 
2Certain establishments which, in the years immediately after the end of World War 
Two were generally regarded as being part of the FE system, were eventually drawn 
into the higher education (HE) sector when, over time, they were incorporated into 
colleges of advanced technology, polytechnics and other HE institutions, most of 
which eventually became designated as universities.   
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Integrating migrant professionals into practice: the 
promise of practice-based learning 

Bonnie Slade, University of Glasgow, Scotland, Tara Gibb, University of 
Calgary, Canada and and Eleni Mathioudaki and University of Glasgow, 
Scotland 

According to Stephen Billett (2014, 1), ‘most learning for occupations across human 
history and individuals’ lives is the product of active engagement by learners, rather 
than being taught’. Emerging thinking on professional knowledge stresses the need 
to think of knowledge practices rooted in the social world rather than knowledge as a 
static cognitive commodity that can be stored and transferred (Billett, 2014). 
Reconceptualising professional knowledge as ‘knowing in practice‘ (Gherardi , 
2001), an active process situated in social and material relations, has opened up 
new understandings of how professional knowledge is enacted, sustained, and 
transformed. Research drawing from practice-based approaches has yielded 
important data on professional practices in information technology and construction 
industries, but has yet to be drawn upon in studies of medicine. 
 
This paper draws on interview data from a qualitative research project on the 
experiences of European educated doctors who migrate to the UK for employment.  
As European Union (EU) labour mobility rights position professional knowledge and 
education as equivalent and transferrable across Europe, the doctors we interviewed 
were working as specialists and general practitioners in UK hospitals. We explore 
the ways in which EU doctors transition into the UK medical system, focusing on 
their experiences of working in the UK and how their knowledge is validated in the 
UK. We argue that practice-based approaches where learning and communicative 
exchanges are situated in daily work routines offer fruitful opportunities for the 
integration of internationally educated professionals into practice compared to 
classroom-based approaches found in other jurisdictions (e.g. Canada, Australia, 
United States).   
 
Labour mobility in the EU 
The free movement for workers within the European Economic Community was 
established in 1957 with the Treaty of Rome. According to this treaty workers shall 
be secured in being able to move within the community; no racial criteria should 
determine employment, remuneration or other work conditions; workers shall be able 
to move freely for employment purposes from one member state to the other 
maintaining their right to public health and security (CVCE, s.d., Article 48, 21).  
Workers of any educational background can move around freely in Europe assured 
that their qualifications, skills and competences will be acknowledged and integrated 
in the local system of another member state. Consequently, since 1957, medical 
professionals have been able to work around Europe regardless of the fact that 
medical educational in Europe differs vastly from country to country. 
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Thirty-seven percent of doctors in the UK completed their qualifying medical 
education outside of the UK. Although the majority of non-UK educated doctors 
come from outside of the EU, the UK is one of the most popular destination countries 
for EU medical professional. Jinks et al. (2000) located the reason for the UK 
popularity being either the lack of specialist training positions in home countries or 
the reported higher quality of medical training in the UK. Another important reason 
was the English language itself, since English is taught as a second language in 
most European countries.  
 
Practice-based learning theory 
Adult educators have examined how migrant professionals develop knowledge in 
new contexts, and how foreign credentials and work experience are assessed (Gibb 
and Hamdon, 2010; Guo, 2009; Slade, 2004). We draw on the concept of knowing in 
practice (Bruni, Gherardi and Parolin, 2007; Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 
2015) to make sense of the participants’ experiences of learning to integrate into 
different cultures of professional practice. Knowing in practice conveys the idea that 
knowledge is not an entity that people possess inside their heads, but something that 
people construct through interactions in a context (Corradi, Gherardi and Verzelloni, 
2010).   
 
Professionals learn a body of knowledge through formal education systems, but it is 
often through the informal learning of daily practice that they are admitted into 
professional communities. When EU educated doctors migrate to the UK, 
transitioning into practice involves learning about the values, rules, competencies, 
and expectations of the various communities of practice that constitute medical 
professional practice. The social interactions of a professional community determine 
what is recognized as competence (Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 2015).  
Competence, however, is not a static entity, but is the dimension of knowing that is 
negotiated among community members and constitutes a regime of competence 
(Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 2015). When a new member enters a 
community of practice, their experiences are transformed by the regime of 
competence and in turn, their prior experiences have the potential to transform the 
community (Billet, 2014; Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 2015). Acceptance 
of a newcomer’s competence, however, is not ensured as the definition of what 
constitutes competence in a community is situated within relations of power.  
‘[C]ompeting voices and competing claims to knowledge [exist], including voices that 
are silenced by the claim to knowledge of others. This creates knowledge hierarchies 
among practices’ (Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 2015, 15-16). 
 

Doctors, like other professionals, do not occupy a single community of practice, but 
instead work in multiple communities that constitute a landscape of practice, ‘a 
complex system of communities of practice and the boundaries between them’ 
(Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 2015, 13). Learning in this complex system 
involves processes of orienting and reorienting oneself to the regime of competence 
in relation to one’s personal experiences. Boundaries between practices also exist 
and internationally educated professionals who migrate to a country with different a 
socio-cultural history often encounter boundaries. Practices come into being through 
a sustained history of social learning (Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 2015) 
and practitioners who do not share this history may find themselves at the boundary 
of a practice in a community.  
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Billet (2014), however, argues that previous accounts of occupational learning have 
focused too heavily on the social conditions of learning and have excluded the inter- 
and intra-psychological processes that shape learning, or what he terms ‘mimetic 
learning’. The concept of mimetic learning offers recognition for the interplay 
between the social and physical aspects of learning and the sensory, neural, and 
cognitive attributes of each individual’s learning (Billet, 2014). Working and learning 
co-occur and throughout much of history, people have learned their occupational 
practices by engaging in activities that are shaped by particular points in time and 
situational circumstances. Mimetic learning is rarely facilitated by direct teaching, but 
instead involves higher-order processes such as observing, monitoring, evaluating, 
and identifying causal relations within a particular physical and social setting of 
occupational practice (Billet, 2014).   
 
The Research 
This pilot study is informed by interviews with nine EU educated doctors from Greece 
and analysis of relevant policy documents developed by the General Medical Council 
and the National Health Service. It draws guidance from institutional ethnography 
(Smith, 2005), an approach to inquiry that examines ruling relations – how the 
constellation of institutions such as governments, shape local experience and 
organize work practices through written policy and protocols.   
 
We conducted thirty-minute interviews with the three female and six male doctors 
who were training as specialists in ophthalmology, radiology, orthopedics, and 
cardiology, two of whom had experience working as locum doctors. Their years of 
experience as qualified medical doctors ranged from eight to twenty-two years. Two 
participants had only been in Britain for three months at the time of interviewing. 
Most participants came to the UK because of the opportunities and expertise the 
medical system has to offer with respect to specialty training. In this paper we will 
examine two key aspects of professional integration that emerged from the 
interviews: induction and learning in the UK system, and perceptions about 
professional competence.  
 
Induction and learning in the UK system 
All the doctors were specialist consultants in training or held fellowships and two had 
worked as locum doctors for training purposes. They spoke positively about the 
support they received when they began working in the UK. They were often paired 
with a senior consultant whom they job shadowed and consulted with about practice.  
In particular, the doctors spoke highly of the specialized training provided, and 
indeed this was one of the main reasons the doctors sought positions in the UK. 
Whether they were learning to be a cardiothoracic surgeon, ophthalmologist, 
radiologist, or orthopedic surgeon, the research-based training system enabled them 
to develop their expertise. Entering into these communities fostered a transformation 
of their existing practices.  

When I first started in Manchester they trained me in … they had training on voice 
recognition, because now we report and you know we used to write by hand the 
exams and reports but now we report on some system either way. So they trained 
me in everything after I started and they even trained me they helped me the first 
month. They helped me a lot, the other consultants, they showed me how to report 
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with this because it’s a different way of reporting, and it slightly is a different 
system, so I didn’t know my way, you know. (Radiologist) 

The doctors’ observations about the UK medical system drew attention to the ways 
that the boundaries between medical practices differ from those in Greece. They 
explained that the division of labour among health professionals in the UK is more 
pronounced than in their home country. Some of them spoke positively about the 
clear division of responsibilities and they saw it as beneficial for carrying out their 
daily practice. Participants explained that in Greece they were expected to complete 
tasks that are usually designated to nurses or paramedics in the UK, taking away 
their focus on more specialized care. The strict division of responsibilities enabled 
the doctors to focus on developing the skills required by the specialization.  
 

The training I think is much better, much more hands on experience. So as you get 
more familiar with the procedure and everything, you get your lease, or you are 
more independent at work…. They are more training-oriented on the surgical skills 
and everything, so this is much appreciated from many Europeans. That is why 
most of us come here. So this is a big advantage and I have to point it out because 
I know pretty much about the German, the Swiss and the Belgian system. So, I 
can tell you with accuracy what’s my knowledge of the systems, and it’s a huge 
difference. From I have seen so far, it’s a huge difference. Training is more 
focused here and they want you to be independent on your work. (Orthopedic 
Surgeon) 

 
A few other doctors, however, spoke to the detrimental aspects the division among 
practices might hold for doctors. They described it as ‘setting aside’ the general 
knowledge they had learned in Greece. The UK systems offers good surgical 
experience and UK-educated doctors have very good specialized knowledge, but the 
Greek doctors explained that general knowledge within a specialization is not strong.  
In Greece, doctors are expected to have broad knowledge within their specialization 
so that they can serve a wide variety of patients.  
 

They are very highly qualified for example on glaucoma or only macular 
degeneration but if you ask them to do something different, probably they can’t or 
they fail. This is what I take in comparison to my country…. I think that probably it’s 
because in the UK they are trying to be more qualified in certain areas while in 
smaller countries, that an eye doctor would need to serve different posts and cover 
everything actually in a hospital, they are interested to give you more general 
knowledge. (Ophthalmologist) 

 
Most of the doctors interviewed spoke positively of their transition into the medical 
practice and they received guidance from senior doctors. Transitioning into practice, 
however, also involved ‘learning moment-by-moment’ (Billet, 2014) on one’s own.  
Working and learning occurred simultaneously to complete activities (e.g. surgery) 
that involved the enactment of not only one’s medical knowledge, but the 
engagement of one’s sensory and tactile competence.   
 

We have many opportunities to operate by ourselves. I mean, the common 
operating trauma, we are doing the operations by ourselves and the consultant is 
outside of the theatre, and if we need him, we call him. So, this is a great 
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opportunity to learn how to stand in the theatre by your own. So, I think it’s good, 
really good. I am rather happy about training here. (Orthopedic surgeon) 

 
Learning on one’s own seemed to be particularly evident, though, in the experiences 
of locum doctors. Two of the doctors we interviewed explained that locum doctors 
receive little direct guidance in learning about the protocols of hospital procedures.  
They were expected to begin working immediately and given no training for using the 
computer system. Colleagues were also unwilling to offer assistance.   
 

I had my own list [of patients], but when I went to the hospital they gave me 
immediately my own list and other doctors that were around were not happy even 
to tell me… to let me watch how are they examining one patient and how they are 
using the computer system. They were very competitive without any reason…. It 
was like they had a competition about the posts in the hospital with each other and 
this is why the arrival of a new doctor made them likely stressed. 
(Ophthalmologist) 

 
The boundaries that demark medical practices seem to be starkly clear for locum 
doctors. They talked about receiving little support and devoting more of their 
personal time and energy in learning the protocols of a particular hospital. While they 
didn’t necessarily view these experiences as negative, learning about their 
surroundings did require additional effort. They were required to draw on previous 
experiences and at the same time engage with the physical and social dimensions of 
a new locality of practice. 
 
Perceptions about professional competence:  ‘medicine is medicine’ 
In the UK, the General Medical Council (GMC) is responsible for the regulation of 
doctors. Its administrative council includes both doctors and members of the public 
and its function is determined and defined by the Medical Act of 1983. GMC’s main 
aim is ‘to protect, promote and maintain the health and safety of the public’ 
(Humphrey et al., 2011, 2). In this respect, the GMC is responsible for assessing 
doctors’ performance and revalidating their ‘fitness to practice’. Doctors who have 
graduated from medical schools in the European Economic Area and wish to 
practice in the UK apply for a provisional license. After doctors have received their 
provisional license and their names are added to the Medical Register, they can 
apply for fellowships for specialist training or locum work (short-term temporary 
positions).   
 
None of the participants we spoke to experienced any difficulty in having their 
qualifications evaluated and accepted by the GMC; one participant, however, 
indicated that the paperwork was a hassle. Participants received their provisional 
licenses to practice in a timely manner. The speed at which their applications were 
processed is a stark contrast to the complicated and lengthy process international 
medical graduates in Canada face (Goldberg, 2006).  
 
Unlike international medical graduates in Canada, all participants in the study stated 
that colleagues and other staff members recognised their professional knowledge 
and expertise. Although an initiation period existed for most participants, they felt it 
was not long before they were valued members of the medical team.   
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In the beginning everybody is out of the system, so everybody including me, we 
seemed to be like aliens from this place. But the good thing is that if you prove 
yourself, you are working hard and you adapt to the system and of course you are 
a good doctor and clever doctor, then the opportunities are in front of you. 
(Cardiologist) 
 
I think it’s quite fair. You cannot start directly with a consultant job but at least you 
have an introduction to the system and it gives you a chance to train and 
understand how they work here. I think it’s good. It gives you the chance to have 
good training. (Orthopedic Surgeon) 

 
Through the interactions involved in carrying out their practices, they negotiated the 
demonstration of their competence within the community. Even though boundaries of 
practice existed for the Greek doctors in that they had to learn the logistics of 
hospital protocols and different socio-cultural practices, a common history of medical 
knowledge meant that they encountered minimal questioning of their competence.  
As one participant explained, medicine is medicine’. A shared understanding of 
medical knowledge and an acceptance by UK colleagues of the Greek doctors’ 
expertise seemed to ease the transition into the practices of the particular 
communities.   
 

There are always people that are suspicious about you, your level of skills or 
whatever, because you come from a different system. But I am used to that 
because I have worked in many different systems so I am used to that. But I think 
most of the people tend to be okay, maybe a little cautious in the beginning, but as 
they can see how you work, they accept your skills. I don’t sense any kind of 
discrimination to tell you the truth. (Orthopedic Surgeon) 

 
The locum doctors, however, seemed to be an exception. From their perspective 
they commented that locum doctors are subject to more scrutiny that consultants or 
training doctors. While those doctors entering the UK through fellowships or training 
posts are initiated into medical practice, the nature of locum work keeps some EU 
doctors at the periphery of the boundaries of practice. One medic reported, ‘It’s 
difficult to be honest, when you go from hospital to hospital, new people, new 
systems, new things’. However, unlike for many internationally-educated doctors in 
Canada, they are actively engaged in medical practice, providing essential medical 
services.  
 

Discussion 
Despite the fact that medical education varies greatly across the member states of 
the EU, the Treaty of Rome ensures that European education is treated as 
transferrable and equivalent. The successful workplace integration of EU doctors in 
the UK points to the importance of being connected to professional practice. By 
being integrated into the professional and social practices immediately, EU doctors 
are able to learn about UK practices effectively and quickly. 
 
In the other national contexts (Canada, Australia, United States, for example), 
however, there is an assumption that other education systems are inferior. 
Internationally educated professionals are kept out of practice, often for years, and 
are forced to sit examinations before they can start practicing, even in junior medical 
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roles. Through individual assessments, they are isolated from their professional 
contexts and often take numerous courses on medical knowledge, local approaches 
to medical issues, and language for professional practice. Underlying this classroom 
approach are two assumptions: (1) migrant doctors have much to learn in order to be 
able to work in foreign hospitals; and (2) classroom instruction is an appropriate way 
to learn these skills. This research raises questions about these approaches that 
privilege exam-based assessment as a means of determining competence. 
 
As the experiences of the research participants in this study seem to indicate, 
colleagues with whom they can consult or observe is very valuable for learning about 
the social and cultural expectations and protocols related to professional practice.  
Transitioning into new professional communities, however, also entail being present 
in the physical and social setting in which work activities actually happen.    
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Pathway to a degree – transformative education in 
action 

Jan Stephens, Cardiff University, Wales 

Introduction 
This paper reports on an ongoing empirical research study which follows a cohort of 
non-traditional adult learners participating in a part-time programme of learning 
which prepares them for a degree at that institution. The project is firmly located 
within the adult education research literature and draws on Mezirow’s concept of 
Transformative Education to explore and understand the benefits as well as the risks 
and costs involved for adult learners making the transition to higher education. The 
Pathway to a Degree at Cardiff University is a two-step programme: the first step is 
located in the community, taught in areas which traditionally have the lowest levels of 
participation in south east Wales. For those who move on to the campus based 
classes, the second part of the Pathway offers adult learners an in-house route to a 
range of named undergraduate degrees. Drawing on my emerging findings this 
paper highlights three important points: the value of developing an inclusive learning 
and teaching curriculum; the importance that participants develop a shared group 
identity as learners and students; the transformative power of long-term programmes 
of widening participation to higher education. As ‘transformation’ is a difficult concept 
to quantify, in this ongoing research project, I explore this concept from the 
perspective of the student; the tutors; and the community development workers. For 
the purposes of this paper, the objective measure of ‘progression’ is used, with 
subjective comments from participants highlighting the critical reflection of course 
participants. 

Context 
The Pathway to a Degree programme is offered as a programme of liberal education 
for adult learners in a hostile social policy context which is undermining widening 
participation in higher education projects through the rhetoric of individual debt rather 
than collective investment and congested labour markets rather than increased 
social mobility. The widening participation literature highlights barriers faced by adult 
learners including juggling commitments and time; expense of attendance and 
location of learning (Taylor et al., 2013); and affordable and flexible childcare. While 
adult learners have faced similar obstacles in the past (Edwards, 1993; Merrill, 1999; 
Pascall and Cox, 1993), these have been coupled with the additional fear of debt 
(Callender and Jackson, 2005) and the reduced opportunities for graduate 
employment in a crowded market place (Bradley and Ingram, 2012). Similarly, 
structural barriers can also appear considerable, particularly at elite institutions which 
seem very remote both conceptually as well as geographically (Reay et al., 2009).  
People outside HEIs have little knowledge of the system of HE and how a degree is 
achieved, what knowledge they have is of the linear, uni-directional mainstream 
provision of HE of school leavers. For many adult learners, they are often the first in 
family to attend university so there is little community cultural knowledge to draw on. 
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Social Policy in Wales – Communities First 
Following devolution in 1999 the Welsh Government (WG) introduced its flagship 
regeneration programme, ‘Communities First’. Regions which are designated as 
Communities First areas are those which fall within the top 10% of the most 
deprived, according to measures on the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (Welsh 
Assembly Government, 2008). In 2012, the WG reorganised the structure of 
Communities First into fewer Communities First Cluster (CFC) groups to reduce 
administration costs. For a comprehensive analysis of the regeneration programme 
see Dicks (2013). All previous areas were included in the new CFC groups.   
Widening participation in HE in Wales has been a key policy driver and funding has 
been directed towards improving participation rates from CFC areas through ‘light-
touch’ activities such as GCSE revision classes and roadshows and taster days 
which aim to raise aspirations and encourage recruitment from Communities First 
areas. Research into participation in HE questions the effectiveness of such 
activities, where aspiration is only one in a multitude of factors which discourage 
recruitment from low participation areas (Evans, 2014; Callender et al., 2014). Other 
factors include local culture and family history, financial issues, as well as individual 
attainment and all have been identified as being just as important as levels of 
aspiration (Evans, 2014; Ward, 2014). 

With education being a devolved issue, the WG commissioned a series of reviews of 
higher education in Wales, and following the various Reports (Rees, 2005) provision 
was made for under-represented groups to access university education. Funding 
was predicated upon ‘unique enrolments’ which meant that new learners had to be 
continually recruited in order for WG targets to be met. This stipulation for HEI 
targets stood in tension to the work of CFC development officers whose targets were 
predicated on simple numbers: they did not need to recruit new people to training 
and education opportunities in order to meet their target of getting people into 
employment or at least bringing them closer to the labour market. 

Pathway from the Community 
Cardiff University’s Centre for Lifelong Learning worked in collaboration with the CFC 
development officers to recruit people who were already engaged in volunteering or 
family activities to the Community Outreach Programme. The community outreach 
courses are taught in the daytime, in Family Learning Centres, YMCAs, or 
community centres where a free crèche is offered. Campus-based Pathway courses 
are taught in the evenings and weekends in line with the rest of the adult education 
programme, making them accessible to adults who work or have care 
responsibilities. Participants achieve 60 credits on their Pathway which they take 
with them as the first half of their Year 1 studies.  

Participants are offered one 18-hour level 3 course with a variety of delivery 
methods, e.g. 3 x 6 hours, 6 x 3 hour sessions or variations on this as seemed most 
appropriate for the course, e.g. hands-on, in-the-field Archaeology sessions run for 
more hours over fewer days than the classroom-based ‘Setting up a Business’ 
course. The range of courses offered is wide although computer courses are fewer in 
all CFC areas because of limited community resources. The Social Science suite of 
courses which leads to the Pathway to Social Science has recruited most 
successfully over the project with several students progressing onto the 
undergraduate degree, and this example will be the focus of the rest of this paper. 
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‘Child’s Play!’ is an introduction to social science course promoted to participants in 
terms of developing their parenting skills and techniques. The assessment for this 
course was for each participant to make a toy suitable for a young child, and the 
work produced for assessment was fun, bright and engaged the learning 
imaginations of the participants. The focus for academic literacies at this stage were 
linked to engagement with new ideas and included research and reading; group 
discussion and team work; and reflection on what participating in class-based 
sessions of learning meant to them as an individuals. The reflection was to 
encourage the participants to start thinking of themselves individually and as a group 
as ‘students’. 

The next module is called ‘Understanding Childhood’ and takes up the themes which 
have already been introduced on parenting and emotional behaviours, and expands 
on child development and education and society. These topics provided a clear path 
for participants to make the links to their own childhood and to reflect on how they 
had experienced education and society when they were growing up.  Most of the 
participants had grown up in the CFC areas and were still living close to parents and 
grandparents. The exception to this was one CFC area which is multicultural and has 
a high refugee and asylum seeker population. 

Pathway from the Community to the Pathway to a Degree 
Having experienced 2 x 18 hour courses, the level 3 assessments showed strong 
horizontal progression and development. Importantly, course participants were 
encouraged to regard themselves as ‘students’ as part of their role set, they were 
always referred to as students by the tutor. The community development officers 
were also encouraged to refer to the participants as students, mainly to encourage 
thoughts around the concept of progression. Progression was initially viewed quite 
negatively by the community development workers as it could mean that students 
would no longer contribute to meeting the targets set for the CF cluster groups. 
However, this initial attitude relaxed over time when the students continued to 
participate in CFC activities, especially where these concerned their young children.  
The community development workers also became enthused by the transformation 
they witnessed where students became more articulate and even more engaged in 
their communities rather than moving away from them. 

The two courses were run in three CFC areas: the first forms part of one of the 
largest social housing estates in Europe; the second, a regenerated docklands area 
with a high Muslim population; and the third a deindustrialised south east Valleys 
area. The groups had been taught both courses by the same tutor in an effort to 
provide continuity and build up trust and confidence. Tutors in widening 
participations projects need to be highly skilled in gradually building up the learning 
capacity of the students, having a good feel for when to introduce new topics, when 
to discuss progression. In the second Understanding Childhood course class, 
discussions around the course content is gradually becoming more academic in 
tone. Written assessment is a reflective journal in which students record relevant 
issues after each teaching sessions, they are encouraged to include photos and 
greeting cards, early school reports, and images which record family events. This 
type of reflection engages the student much more readily than trying to fill a blank 
page or screen. It makes the assessment a relevant and personal process which 
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becomes a record, for the student, of their development during the initial stages of 
learning. 

In the penultimate session of the Understanding Childhood course, an organising 
lecturer from the Centre visits the class. This informal visit helps the students locate 
their ‘being a student’ in the wider context of the HE institution and helps them to link 
the courses they have completed with the next stage of learning.  

In the third course the delivery location is split between the community setting and 
the university campus. The groups from the three CF areas are brought together for 
a short introductory level 4 course. The challenge here is to provide an environment 
which encourages the students to develop a wider sense of belonging in HE, as well 
as developing further academic knowledge and skills. Course handouts and book 
boxes are left behind and swapped for training to use the university’s VLE and 
access the libraries. Tutor-led group discussions focus on breaking down barriers 
between groups from disparate backgrounds who face similar challenges. 

Pathway to a degree 
The Pathway to a degree in Social Science comprises three double modules which 
are studied sequentially: Sociology; Social Policy; Education and Society. The 
Centre for Lifelong Learning at Cardiff University teaches over a stretched academic 
year, beginning in September and completing in July. Students attend one evening 
per week and there are two Saturday schools per term. When they have completed 
their Pathway from the Community courses, students are invited to events and 
activities intended to maintain their engagement and interest. These are a 
programme of taster days, advice, information and guidance sessions, and visits to 
the Centre, usually as part of Adult Learners’ events. 

There is a cap on student numbers to maintain the small-group learning and 
teaching environment. Module content mirrors that taught in the destination Schools 
so that when students progress they are completely familiar with technical terms and 
theoretical concepts. Delivery is by a PhD candidate or early career lecturer attached 
to the lead academic in the destination School to maintain quality and 
comparativeness of content.  

In addition to the depth of academic content delivered in their class-based sessions, 
a major focus for student development is on their competence in academic literacies. 
From their study in the community setting the students have become familiar with 
reflection and reading, and are beginning to develop their individual academic style. 
This area of learning and teaching around study skills is accelerated so that each 
student receives training to use the university virtual learning environment with 
confidence, and so that they can identify and access relevant electronic resources. 
Students are encouraged to meet up, and to book group study rooms in addition to 
their tutor-led classes. A writing club has been established as well as drop in and 
one-to-one sessions. Students have access to the university student support 
services for essay writing and examination preparation. Assessment is graduated 
throughout the academic year beginning with quizzes and short seminar style 
discussions around topics, moving on to essays, a seen class test and, finally, an 
unseen class test.  
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The independent learner 
This considerable shift in skills and knowledge is seen as underpinning the 
transformation from community volunteer or casual participant in education 
opportunity to independent, competent learner. Transformation occurs through 
critical self-reflection, where students have to restructure the things that they ‘know’ 
(Mezirow, 1991). Priorities are reorganised and there is a meaningful shift in the 
perspectives through which the students understand their world (Mezirow, 2000 ).  
The changes are noticed by the students and are linked to their learning: as one 
student put it ‘I like doing courses like this, I can understand my boy more’ 
(Community student, Valleys CFC).  

Tutors also notice how the individuals begin to modify their behaviour:  ‘At the 
beginning of the course there was quite a feeling of aggression in the room, now 
they speak to each other with respect and listen to each other and what they are 
saying about their experiences’ (Tutor, Docklands CFC). 

Transformation is not an easily quantifiable concept (Mezirow, 2000) and further data 
collection and analysis will seek to unpick student experiences as they move through 
their learning careers. Success in higher education is measured in terms of 
submitting assessments and passing examinations and the current students are 
proving themselves across the whole range of grades. ‘Transformation’ is also 
strongly subjective and the comments included here are from course feedback forms 
and testimonials from just two students who have completed the Pathway from the 
Community, and progressed from the Pathway to a Degree onto their undergraduate 
Degree in Social Science: 

… I just thought I would text and tell you how much I am enjoying 'big school' and 
to thank you again for all the guidance and support you gave me along the way. 
Without it I probably wouldn't be here now. It's been a whirlwind but I have loved 
every minute. The Pathway is definitely the best thing that I have ever done. 
(Pathway Year 1 undergraduate) 

The Pathway has definitely given me an opportunity. I can’t stress how much it 
means to me. I have always wanted to go to University and never believed I would 
have the chance. (Pathway Year 2 undergraduate) 

Conclusion 
Adult learners make considerable life-changes in order to participate in HE. If 
institutions are serious about their widening participation intentions, then they too will 
need to change to accommodate learners who have adult lives which are multi-
dimensional. The tutors involved in the learning and teaching programme have 
invested huge amounts of time and energy in providing the best environment 
possible for the programme participants. ‘Emotion work’ will be the topic of a future 
paper and needs to be fully explored as an important part of widening participation 
work. Student support is resource-intensive and is offered to the Pathway students 
from when they begin their first community course to the time they graduate. Each 
step of the learning journey has been considered, reflected upon, changed and 
tweaked taking consideration of feedback from the community development workers, 
administration officers, tutors, and students as well as their families. 
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Area-based strategies, such as Communities First, used as a main driver to tackle 
widening participation issues, are not unproblematic and strategies have been 
critiqued because they do not always accurately target disadvantaged individuals. 
Often, people who experience high levels of disadvantage live outside the area 
defined. Having a funding-dependent strongly target-driven programme can pose 
problems for widening access professionals who have to allocate funds to support 
certain individuals and not others. It would be better that financial support packages 
should be directed to individuals defined by their levels of income which, although it 
brings with it its own issues of stigma and exclusion, is at least a system of support 
which people with low income understand and are familiar with. 

Analyses of widening participation strategies suggest that most effective are 
programme such as outreach programmes which provide supported routes to 
undergraduate degrees. Models based on Cardiff University’s Pathway to a Degree 
could form a central pillar of institutional widening access strategy, an in-house 
pathway to the institution’s own degrees. The programme is resource-intensive, 
numbers completing the programme and progressing right through to graduation are 
small, however, we look forward to the first cohort’s graduation ceremony in July 
2016 with some anticipation and a great deal of pride in the students’ achievements. 
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Thinking spatially: mature, part-time learners in 
higher education 

Kate Thomas, Birkbeck, University of London, UK 

Introduction 
This paper presents a process of ‘thinking spatially’ to problematise accepted 
versions of retention and belonging in higher education (HE) which themselves 
problematise those who fall outside ‘the norm’. The paper draws on methods and 
findings from recent multiple case study research with four English universities 
investigating part-time1 undergraduates, retention and dimensions of belonging in 
HE. The research critiques a discourse of ‘belonging’ prominent in retention and First 
Year Experience literature, one often formalised in institutional strategy and practice.  
A sense of belonging, Thomas argues, is ‘closely aligned with the concepts of 
academic and social engagement’ (2012,12) and ‘critical to retention and success’ 
(ibid, 10). This discourse is problematic in relation to part-time undergraduates 
whose age, life stage and mode of attendance, combined with other attributes 
related to non-traditional participation in HE, restrict access to practices of belonging 
recognised and validated in institutional strategy.  
  
Thinking spatially invites attention to the spatial relationships of HE, uncovering 
power dynamics within the institution (HEI) and in campus spaces. It considers how 
space is appropriated and inhabited and by whom, thus highlighting dominant – and 
marginal - practices of belonging. The paper considers how thinking spatially from 
institutional, staff and student perspectives can contribute to an enriched 
understanding of mature, part-time learners’ experiences of belonging in HE. Three 
examples are presented: conceptualising the institution as an ‘extroverted activity 
space’ (Massey, 2005), tracking strategy pathways through institutional structures 
and ‘mapping belonging’ onto two-dimensional campus maps.   
 
Context: Part-Time students and belonging 
Frequently categorised under the generic label ‘non-traditional’ or non-standard, 
there is no ‘typical’ part-time student in English HE, but distinctive characteristics 
distinguish them from their full-time peers. They are more likely to be female, White, 
studying in a post-1992 HEI2 and for a sub-degree level qualification, have family 
responsibilities and to be employed. They are also more likely to have higher entry 
qualifications or to have lower or no prior educational attainment (Callender and 
Wilkinson, 2011).    
 
There is considerable disparity between retention rates for full and part-time 
students. A recent study involving 107 English HEIs found that 33% of part-time, first 
degree entrants withdrew from their course prior to completion of the equivalent of 
the first year of study, compared to 8.6% of full-time students (Rose-Adams, 2012, 
12). In 2009, the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) reported 
‘Only 44% of part-time students commencing programmes at UK HEIs other than the 
Open University at 30% or higher intensities go on to complete that programme 
within seven academic years’ (HEFCE, 2009, 3). There is general agreement in the 
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literature that external circumstances are more likely to disrupt their learning. The 
multiple responsibilities which accrue with age, including employment and family/ 
caring commitments, mean that students’ learning careers are more vulnerable to 
disruption by redundancy, relocation, family break-up or illness and the fact that 
family and caring responsibilities tend to be carried by women increases the risk of 
withdrawal by female part-time undergraduates. 
   
Part-time undergraduates are peripherally and increasingly precariously positioned in 
English HE. A typology of part-time undergraduate providers (Pollard, 2012) confirms 
that part-time provision is skewed across the UK sector as a whole, with significant 
populations concentrated in a relatively small number of institutions, primarily, 
although not exclusively, post-1992. Following the funding changes triggered by the 
Browne Review (2010); a perfect storm of high tuition fees, debt aversion and 
recession led to a sharp decline in part-time undergraduate entrants in 2012 and a 
37% decline overall between 2010-2015. The Open University ‘the largest single 
provider of part-time undergraduate studies and the largest specialist provider of 
part-time study’ (Pollard et al., 2012, 53) across the UK has lost more than a quarter 
of its total student numbers since 2011, something its Vice-Chancellor described as 
‘a tragedy for individual lives …for our wider society and economy’ (Coughlan, 2015).   
  
A discourse of belonging is embedded in the report of the influential UK national 
research programme What Works (HEFCE, 2012) and builds on Tinto’s Student 
Integration Model (1975). Tinto (1987, 112) describes ‘the longitudinal process by 
which individuals come to leave educational institutions and how difficulty, 
incongruence and isolation influence different forms of student departure’.  In her 
meta-analysis of What Works, Thomas concurs with Tinto in acknowledging that ‘the 
academic sphere is the most important site for nurturing participation of the type 
which engenders a sense of belonging’ (Thomas, 2012, 6) and that belonging is an 
‘outcome’ of multiple factors including meaningful relationships with peers and staff, 
a developing identity as an ‘HE learner’ and an HE experience which is relevant to 
future goals (ibid). However, the discourse assumes a ‘typical’ HE student: 
residential, full-time and young, setting conditions of ‘belonging’ in HE which 
students not matching those characteristics find difficult if not impossible to meet.  
Thomas positions students who live at home, combine study with employment and 
enter HE later as problematic, noting that these ways of engaging with HE are 
factors which ‘make it more difficult for student to fully participate, integrate and feel 
like they belong in HE, which can impact on their retention and success’ (ibid, 5). 
Absence as well as difference is regarded as problematic.  
 
A borderland analysis 
A borderland analysis (Abes, 2009) contributes to an enriched theorising of 
belonging in HE. Abes (2012, 190) states that ‘to realize the complexity of student 
development it is important to use multiple theoretical perspectives in conjunction 
with one another, even when they contradict’. This argues against ‘the typical 
paradigmatic categories into which studies are generally categorized’ and for 
uncovering ‘the potential of using interdisciplinary theoretical perspectives in 
research’ (Abes, 2009, 142). A borderland analysis requires the researcher to 
‘straddle multiple theories using ideas from each to portray a more complete picture 
of identity… a new theoretical space’ (Abes, 2012, 190). In this research, new 
theoretical space is sought in the borderlands between a Bourdieusian field analysis 
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of HE, Brah’s conceptualisation of ‘diaspora’ and Massey’s concepts of space-time, 
activity space and extroverted place. Synergies and productive tensions in the 
interdisciplinary spaces between the three approaches are exploited to interrogate 
‘belonging’ through ideas of space, power and difference. 
 
A Bourdieusian analysis of belonging roots it in social structures and worlds, with 
habitus, capital and field, ‘an inter-dependent and co-constructed trio’ (Thomson, 
2008, 69). Bourdieu’s theoretical framework of habitus, field and capital – his 
‘thinking tools’ - theorises belonging as relational, as a practice and a product of the 
relations of power embedded in the field of HE, constructed around the privileged 
identities of the ‘typical’ or ‘authentic’ student: young, full-time and residential.  A 
Bourdieusian analysis articulates the way in which habitus positions the individual in 
relation to utilising, maintaining and increasing their cultural capital in HE and the 
structural relations of the field which shape their actions within it. ‘When habitus 
encounters a social world of which it is the product, it is like a “fish in water”: it does 
not feel the weight of the water and it takes the world about itself for granted’ 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1990, 127). This metaphor powerfully expresses not only 
the effortless of belonging, but the uncomfortable experience of unbelonging.  
Considering HE as a structured social space captures the sense of an arena in 
which institutions and individuals interact in ways determined by inherent 
conventions and principles, such as the disciplinary tradition and the academic 
hierarchy.   
 
Like Bourdieu’s theoretical framework, Brah’s concept of ‘diaspora’ which has 
emerged from contexts of migrancy and post-colonial experience, does the work of 
describing the uneven distribution of power in particular spaces, but also succeeds in 
conveying the complexity of lived experience in those spaces. Both the dynamic and 
psychosocial dimension of diaspora resonate with the marginalisation of part-time, 
mature undergraduates in the stratified social space of HE. Brah’s interpretation 
maps contested territories and trajectories of privilege and disadvantage in social 
contexts. The power of diaspora as an explanatory framework lies in the fact that it 
questions ‘not simply who travels, but when, how and under what circumstances?’ 
(Brah,1996, 179). Brah (ibid:180) proposes that relational positioning uncovers 
‘regimes of power which operate to differentiate one group from another; to 
represent them as similar or different; to include or exclude them from constructions 
of the ‘nation’ and the body politic’. Viewed through the lens of diaspora, regimes of 
power within HE construct the ‘identity’ of the part-time, mature student as different 
from the norm of the ‘typical’ student. Not only are they a minority group in most 
universities, they engage differently with HE, have differential access to financial 
support and are frequently excluded in statistical, national and media reports and in 
institutional literature. Their status as ‘other’ problematises their claim to ‘belong’ in 
the space of HE, thus relational positioning shapes the ‘lived experience of a locality’ 
(ibid, 189). 
  
Like Bourdieu and Brah, Massey’s concepts articulate HE as a hierarchical social 
space in which dominant players define and control rules and borders. For Massey 
(2005), space itself is the product of social relations shaped by power and inherently 
temporal: ‘space-time’. Space, according to Massey, is ‘always under construction… 
never finished, never closed’ (ibid, 9). Understanding space, as Massey does, as a 
‘simultaneity of stories-so-far’ (ibid, 11) imagines a new spatial dimension to 
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belonging: space ‘as the sphere of the possibility of … plurality, a sphere in which 
distinct trajectories coexist (ibid, 10).   
 
Putting theory into practice 
The paper now presents three examples of thinking spatially: conceptualising the 
institution as an ‘extroverted activity space’ (Massey, 2005); tracking pathways of 
retention strategy through institutional structures and mapping belonging on campus 
maps. Each was applied in the context of a multiple case study involving four English 
HEIs offering face-to-face, part-time, first degree provision, three post-1992 and one 
pre-1992. The HEIs were of varying overall size, campus type and geographical 
location and had varying relative part-time populations (three of the four had 
declining part-time numbers). They had all reported high retention rates for part-time 
entrants relative to the sector in the most recent academic year for which data is 
available and continuously rising retention rates overall for part-time entrants 
between 2006/7 and 2009/10. The examples are illustrated with anonymised 
excerpts from the case study reports (quoted speech in italics). 
 
Institution as activity space 
This device captures ‘the spatial network of links and activities, of spatial 
connections and of locations, within which a particular agent operates … within each 
activity space there is a geography of power’ (Massey, 2005, 55). It forms the basis 
for the concept of a ‘power geometry’ in which place is given specificity by ‘a 
particular constellation of social relations, meeting and weaving together at a 
particular locus… articulated moments in networks of social relations and 
understandings’ (Massey,1997). Viewing the HEI as an activity space locates it 
within the extended networks of the HE sector and a globalised economy: 
 
Modern Eastern is constantly adapting to a changing environment. It has three 
campuses, but its dispersed activity space extends beyond their physical constraints.  
The university operates a number of franchises elsewhere in the UK and overseas, 
delivers online distance learning and serves the training requirements of multiple 
agencies through its health, social care and education programmes. 
   
The device of activity space also captures a sense of a changing student population 
over time and exposes geographies of power which position certain student 
constituencies as central and others as peripheral: 
 
Part-time is contracting slightly for us now. But I think there’s a realisation that we 
can’t always rely on that traditional full-time undergraduate.  And of course we’re 
going to be looking to attract more international students. 
 
Using this approach also positions the institution within a stratified HE system and 
highlights the impact of changing funding and policy environments on student 
populations: 
 
We’re a modern university … somewhere towards the group of universities that 
embrace more of a widening access agenda.  We have students coming from a 
variety of backgrounds and we perhaps take more students than we’d like through 
Clearing.  Health, Social Care and Education … and to an extent Business have the 
biggest recruitment locally. 
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We’re very proud when our entry requirements go up,’ says the Engagement Officer.  
‘But are we being fair?  As a university we’ve always been open to different groups. 
Are we setting qualifications that some people are unlikely to reach, because of 
where they’re from? Staff are noticing the difference. ‘Over time, the kind of students 
we’re getting in is changing because our tariffs have gone up massively, says the 
Faculty Head. These are much more able students that we’re getting in compared to 
the past. I ask whether those higher tariff students are likely to be part-time or 
mature? No, they almost never are. 
 
Tracking strategy pathways 
Retention strategy is tracked through institutional structures and hierarchies 
enriching document analysis which follows strategy production, consumption and 
use (Prior, 2003) through one-to-one interviews with staff. The process reveals 
evidence of inconsistency and disruption: 
 
Of the Retention Strategy, he says: There was a broad consultation that went 
through Delivery Groups, Working Groups, Committees, Boards … it had the full 
range. But once you’ve got a strategy, then the question you’re really asking is, how 
does it find its way out?   
 
I interview a Faculty executive whose role it is to mediate between the university’s 
administrative centre and the Faculty. Whatever the university does at university 
level, at the moment there’s no way of it filtering down into all the Faculties. We’re 
good at developing policy and strategy, but it doesn’t always reach all the areas it 
should reach. We have a bit of an implementation gap … I think maybe it’s simply 
scale. 
 
Following strategy documents ‘in use’ reveals that retention strategy loses currency 
the further it moves from the executive function: 
 
Are you aware of an institutional retention strategy? I ask a programme tutor.  He 
makes a face. I probably should be. If I’m brutally honest, no. We do talk a lot about 
recruitment though, because we have to get bums on seats. 
 
Retention can also become absorbed in or enlisted by institutional agendas with 
greater immediate priority:  
 
In my interview with a lecturer I ask whether they are aware of any Faculty or 
University strategy for retention. All I hear about is the NSS, they say. That’s what I 
hear at our level. I suppose it’s part of the strategy for retention? The NSS seems to 
be the main barometer of how the university’s doing. 
 
Mapping belonging 
This is a form of participatory diagramming, a method widely used in geographical 
and development studies. Its visual/tactile nature not only facilitates the contribution 
of less vocal participants but ‘encourages distance from what they are usually 
immersed in and allows them to articulate thoughts and feelings that usually remain 
implicit’ (Rose, 2014, 27). As part of student workshops, participants were provided 
with a photocopy of their campus map and asked to use different coloured pens to 
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mark places on campus where they felt they ‘belonged’ and places where they ‘did 
not’, alternatively referred to as ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ spots.  
  
In all four cases, students’ necessarily instrumental engagement with HE resulted in 
a very limited use campus space: 
 
Each of the students highlights only the primary building in which they are taught and 
the Learning Centre. Julie says: There’s loads of buildings but I don’t find a need to 
go to them. I know you can get support for Accommodation but I don’t need it, I’ve 
come to university having got my career. I know what I want to do in the future as 
well. 
 
One student looks at the map and exclaims: Is it that big? I’ve only ever been in two 
buildings on this campus. Are we allowed in that Sports Hall? Another shrugs: I’ve 
got so much stuff needs doing at home, why would I want to spend any more time 
here than I need to?  
 
In some cases, but not all, this is linked to a low sense of belonging to the institution.   
Jess rates her sense of belonging to the university and the campus at a low 1. Other 
than her departmental building and the Learning Centre, her map consists almost 
entirely of ‘cold spots’ she colours in with a green pen. I don’t feel comfortable in this 
building. No idea what that is, no idea what’s there. Don’t know my way around 
there. Sorry, there’s a lot of green on this map! 
 
The exercise also revealed that part-time, mature students are often, literally, ‘off the 
map’.  
 
The students are taught in a satellite building a few miles out of the city which 
doesn’t feature on the campus map. Some students draw it on the edge of the sheet 
of paper, some use arrows to indicate its location. One student rings the entire main 
campus site in blue. I’ve just said ‘cold’ for the whole thing because I don’t even 
know where it is. 
 
The Mapping Belonging exercise triggered discussion about specific campus 
buildings, notably the Student Union and also hinted at negotiated versions of 
belonging: 
 
One student complains: ‘Even though I’ve got disabilities and I’m old and all that, I’m 
still a bit of a party animal and one thing I’ve definitely realised is that this is our bit 
and we don’t belong in that bit. We’re not accepted anywhere else. You can walk 
through the Students Union and they don’t even look at you.’ But another protests I 
brought my grandson in and played snooker on the tables they’ve got in the Union.  
It was lovely. I thought, this is my university, I can do what I want! 
 
Concluding remarks  
At the heart of this research is a ‘complex social process of student-institution 
negotiation’ (Ozga and Sukhnandan, 1998, 316), a site of tension between 
measurable outcomes and a lived experience’; between a linear process and a 
‘multiplicity of trajectories’ (Massey, 2005, 4). The diversity of the part-time, mature 
undergraduate population and the complexity of their engagement with HE are 
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arguments against universal statements of belonging as a retention solution. The 
paper has detailed a borderland analysis which supports and enriches a 
Bourdieusian theorising of belonging with the psychosocial and spatial dynamics 
offered by Brah’s diaspora and Massey’s spatial concepts. It has shown how thinking 
spatially - thinking about space in an active manner conceptually and 
methodologically, interrogates ‘belonging’ through ideas of space and power and 
problematises accepted versions of belonging and retention in HE. Thinking spatially 
invites a consideration of universities as diverse, unfixed spaces/places with 
potential for multiple versions of belonging.   
 
Notes 
190.9% of UK domiciled, first year, first degree part-time students are 21 years old or 
over, 49% of these are aged between 30 and 49 (HESA, 2011/12). 
2 Institutions which gained university title following the 1988 Education Reform Act. 
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Digital divides, social equity and inclusion: social 
capital and older people’s learning of contemporary 
technologies 

Mark A. Tyler, Griffith University, Patrick. A. Danaher, University of 
Southern Queensland, and Linda De George-Walker, CQUniversity, 
Australia 

Introduction 
Julius Nyerere, the first President of Tanzania, referred to adult education as the 
Cinderella of government departments (Nyerere, 1988 as cited in Schugurensky and 
Myers, 2013, 317). This posited positioning of adult education as less highly valued 
and as less well-funded than other types of formal education provision has been 
affirmed in England (Norton, 2012) and Australia (James and Beckett, 2000) alike. 
The continuing paradox of undervaluing an education sector that can potentially 
upskill, empower and transform the lives of the greatest number of possible learners 
was encapsulated vividly by Golding and Foley (2011, 23): 
 

Adult and community education (ACE) in Australia is currently seen to be least 
available or accessible to those Australians with the most limited and most 
negative experiences of school education, but the most need to learn in non-
vocational domains. These groups include older Australians, some men and 
women, people not in paid work, and rural, isolated and Indigenous people. 

 
This paper takes up the situation of the first group identified by Golding and Foley 
(2011, 53): ‘older Australians’. We present qualitative findings from a survey 
questionnaire completed by a group of older Australians related to their degrees and 
types of uses of particular information and communication technologies (ICTs) as 
exemplifying their engagement with contemporary technologies. A combined 
literature review, conceptual framework and methodology section is followed by the 
results and then by a conclusion that also elicits broader implications of the 
discussion for the current and potential future status of adult education. 
 
Literature review, conceptual framework and methodology 
Support afforded through social networks is an accepted benefactor in contributing to 
the health and wellbeing of the general population. As one ages, the kinds of support 
and the effectiveness of the social networks to deliver such support are increasingly 
important. The concept of social capital has potential utility in examining wellbeing 
(Clark and McCann, 2003). Older people’s access to social capital through 
opportunities to garner support from the social, or indeed to participate in and to 
contribute to the social, is the issue of focus in this paper. Here we deploy the 
concept of social capital in relation to issues of access around the support for and 
participation by older Australians in relation to the apparent affordances of our 
increasingly digitised world. We argue that connectivity to the Internet afforded by 
the Australian National Broadband Network has a distance to go in offering ease of 
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access to the digital opportunities for older people to build and extend their social 
networks and grow their social capital.  
 
Generally, social capital is intangible until it is put to work. Coleman (1990) 
suggested that its capacity lies in how it facilitates productive activity by enabling 
individuals, through relationships, to achieve their goals and interests that are 
beyond what they could achieve if acting independently. Hence, he contended that 
social capital is identified in obligations and expectations, is informational and norm 
producing, and abounds with power relations. Moreover, Coleman proposed that the 
absence of social capital makes certain goals or outcomes of living unachievable or 
beyond reach.  
 
Putnam (1995, 2) also saw social capital manifested in activity through ‘coordination 
and cooperation’. This occurs through norms, social values (trust) and social 
networks that are activity bound in promoting civil communities and societies for the 
mutual benefit of all. Putnam asserted that the social trends that loosen bonds or 
engender mistrust are detrimental to social capital. So it is civic engagement that is 
embedded with cooperation that enables and advances collective welfare within 
communities. Furthermore, the more participation and trust that there is, the greater 
and stronger is the cooperation for mutual benefit.  
 
Bourdieu (1989) offered a sociocultural perspective on underrepresentation in 
education by certain groups using a particular perspective on social capital. 
Bourdieu’s view of in/exclusion was in relation to the backgrounds associated with 
the lived and perceived conditions of actors who influenced the production of 
particular social barriers. Habitus is a central concept in Bourdieu’s theorisation of 
social capital. Habitus relates to actors’ dispositions that arise from their 
environments and contexts, and also to the actors’ subjective experiences of these 
conditions. Their conditions of living and engaging shape their thoughts – for 
example, their perceptions of agency – as well as their actions. Habitus is not 
considered static but can be seen as a site where embodied beliefs can be 
contested and disrupted. For instance, certain social groups can mobilise actors’ 
beliefs and values to engage with formal education and others do not. From this 
perspective, social capital is the lasting sets of connections and social relations that 
manifest in networks and contacts where reciprocity as opportunities to exchange is 
important. 
 
Social capital is a contested concept, particularly with regard to its definition and how 
it might be measured. Nevertheless, seminal positions are useful. The contributions 
of Coleman (1990), Putnam (1995) and Bourdieu (1989) are central to our 
conceptualisation of social capital. 
 
Methodologically, the study drew on the elements of an exploratory, qualitative case 
study (Yin, 2014) using thematic analysis (Joffe, 2011) to frame the interpretation of 
the data. 10 retirees from two regional areas in Queensland, Australia completed a 
multi-section survey questionnaire, with open-ended responses. Six females and 
four males participated, ranging in age from 63 to 80 years. 
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Results 
According to the Consumer’s Telecommunications Network (CTN) (2008, as cited in 
Australian Communications and Media Authority, 2009, 4) the main motivations for 
older people to adopt new ‘means of communication’ was connectivity with family 
and to stay involved with ‘work’ once they had retired. The main barriers were 
identified as affordability, the absence of ergonomically designed telephones and a 
lack of user-friendly instructions. Broadband, mobile telephones and data rates were 
considered too expensive for low-income users such as seniors. Smart phones were 
thought to be too complicated, especially with the variety of features offered and the 
many pathways to send and receive text messages, for example. The manuals and 
instructions for digital devices like smart phones appeared to be written for those 
with some implicit digital knowledge of device operation. Access to training aimed at 
increasing Internet and ICT skills (and confidence) was the final item on the CTN’s 
list. Training to keep up-to-date with technology, training geared towards the elderly 
that was cheap and some form of ICT ‘help’ services were among the 
recommendations. 
 
In order to advance the above perspectives and observations in the CTN report 
(2008, as cited in Australian Communications and Media Authority, 2009), in this 
section of the paper we analyse our data using the same categories to seek 
confirmation of CTN’s findings. What we found was more than just these mentioned 
barriers to connecting. General attitudes toward ICT use, security, personal positions 
on how successful one would be if one tried to use ICTs and the Internet, and the 
continuous pressure to keep up with technology were further hindrances. 
 
Affordability 
For the participants in this study, the issue of the affordability of ICTs and connecting 
to the Internet appeared not to be a concern. In this study, only one participant 
mentioned the issue of affordability and this was in relation to the availability of free 
Wi-Fi when travelling away from home. One other participant, when asked the 
question What do you think you might need in order to use ICTs more?, stated, 
‘Nothing… I have a laptop, I have a tablet, I have smart phone, I don't lack anything’. 
Another participant, who self-identified as having the necessary skills and access to 
hardware for using the Internet, yet opted for non-use, indicated that s/he had better 
things to do with her/his time. Generally, for these participants affordability was not 
indicated as an apparent barrier to using ICTs. 
 
Ergonomically designed telephones 
When it came to issues around mobile telephone use, some of the participants’ 
experiences resonated with what was indicated by CTN’s findings (2008, as cited in 
Australian Communications and Media Authority, 2009). Considering the term smart 
phone as an oxymoron in itself, one participant told of the experience of receiving a 
smart phone as a present. A nephew ‘gave me one of these stupid smart phones’, 
which it took this participant six months to work out how to set the alarm. Others also 
experienced the feeling of frustration brought on by smart phone use. The most 
notable of such a feeling was an occasion when a participant actually destroyed their 
phone. She stated: 
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I used to have a smart phone but I got frustrated by it because the screen froze 
and the third occasion it froze I was actually feeling a little unwell that day and it 
added to my frustration and I threw it against the wall and it smashed. 

 
This participant reported an enormous sense of relief knowing that she would not 
have to return to trying to use the smart phone, and was able to go back to using ‘my 
normal old [mobile] phone’.  
User-friendly manuals and instructions 
Access to user manuals and therefore the ability to use ICTs were a concern for one 
of the participants. Her major complaint was that most hardware came with only a 
general ‘start-up’ set of instructions, and with the more comprehensive information 
about use available only on the Internet. This participant lamented, in the case of the 
use of a new mobile telephone, that she had little knowledge and skill related to how 
to ‘drive a computer’, so how was she going to access the Internet? Her 
exasperation was abundantly clear. 
 
Training to increase confidence 
All participants except one indicated the need to have the necessary skills for using 
ICTs and the Internet. So, for the majority of these older people, the perception that 
they held in relation to the usefulness of the Internet was a positive one. Knowledge 
and skill levels varied from participant to participant and ranged from a new user of 
ICTs whose skill level was low to high end users who had bought their first computer 
‘in the early days round about the 1980s’. 
 
The need for building more ICT and Internet competences was acknowledged by 
most participants. A low-end user noted optimistically that the self-identified skill 
deficit would reduce with more access to training. For the high-end users, the 
‘adequate skills’ were constantly challenged by new technology. They indicated that, 
for older people, the rate of change in the technology and programs necessary for 
continued Internet engagement were a constant challenge. 
 
For the individual who did not consider it necessary to keep her/his ICT skills ‘sharp’, 
the choice was to disengage, indicating that gardening was by far a better pursuit. 
Even though this person thought that s/he had a useful level of ICT competences, 
s/he chose to disengage. In this instance, it is difficult not to wonder whether this 
choice were mediated through the constant effort to remain competent, and also 
whether this position may have influenced her/his motivation and perhaps 
confidence to remain, or at least to endeavour to remain, competent. 
 
Other factors 
Security of personal information, funds and data were common fears expressed by 
participants. Tellingly, personal attitude was also considered a barrier to use. In 
answer to the question What do you think you might need in order to use ICTs 
more?, one person suggested, ‘A complete change of attitude and I think that's going 
to be very hard’. This person appeared to be left with no choice: s/he saw her/himself 
as having to use ICTs – a kind of forced adoption of contemporary technologies. 
Several participants mentioned being scared by ‘being hacked’, whilst one 
participant questioned the reliability of ‘the cloud’ as a data back-up mechanism. 
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For some participants, their service providers (or Telcos) were considered a barrier 
to Internet use. These people’s experience was the unreliability of asymmetric digital 
subscriber lines (ADSL) because of their excessively high ‘dropout rate’. One 
participant mentioned the same for broadband. Generally, frustration was 
experienced in obtaining and maintaining connectivity. Poor coverage of 3G 
telephone networks was also mentioned. Essentially, these individuals wanted better 
service and better reliability from their telecommunication providers. 
 
Conclusion 
Evident through the selected data reported here were instances where access to 
social capital via the digital was built, cajoled, constrained, denied and eroded. There 
were examples of social capital facilitating productive activity (Coleman, 1990) – for 
instance, the respondent who suggested that he lacked nothing in relation to his 
being able to engage actively through the Internet. There were also illustrations of 
the bridging and bonding work of social capital (Putnam, 1995), especially in the 
stories that some participants relayed about community participation in associations 
and staying connected with family during travelling.  
 
The habitus (Bourdieu, 1989) of these participants was clearly on display, particularly 
in the contrast between frequent users and low and non-users of ICTs. For example, 
the lived experience of using ICTs as a part of paid employment appeared to be a 
related factor as to whether or not ICTs were utilised in retirement, and therefore 
available to use as a conduit to develop and sustain social capital. This different 
technological habitus between these two groups of participants users can be 
explained as a second order digital divide (Selwyn and Facer, 2014, 489, emphasis 
in original), where inequalities persist through ‘the types of tools that an individual 
uses, the ways in which they are used, and the outcomes that result’. In the case of 
these participants, some were engaging meaningfully in building certain capitals, 
including social capital, and others were barely functioning with specific 
contemporary technologies or indeed were thwarted from the satisfying use of such 
technologies. Two examples from this cohort stood out as instances of non-satisfying 
use: the participant who threw her/his smart phone at the wall as a result of 
experiencing frustration with using it; and the participant who reported acting to avoid 
using ICTs altogether, because s/he had ‘better things to do with my time’ – 
gardening. 
 
Wertsch (1998, as cited in Polman, 2006, 223) wrote about the tensions that exist 
between agents and cultural tools in action. In this case the older adults were the 
agents, and ICTs were the cultural tools. Wertsch suggested that cultural tools could 
be either appropriated or mastered by agents. Appropriation refers to ‘making the 
cultural tool one’s own’, whilst mastery was ‘knowing how to use it’. Not making a 
cultural tool one’s own is considered a site of resistance, and just going through the 
throes of its ‘use’ is an example of this resistance. It would be fair to suggest that the 
participants who exercised their agency – for example, through non-use (the 
gardener), reluctant use (the person who had word processing skills but was 
reluctant to use them for a community organisation) and severing use (the person 
who broke her/his smart phone) – all chose not to appropriate, and hence resisted 
adoption to various degrees. This may well explain a reaction to the experience of 
forced adoption mentioned above, where older people are compelled to engage with 
learning ICTs ‘regardless of appropriateness or potential detriment to other areas of 
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life’ (Selwyn and Facer, 2014, 488). This, the incessant and pervasive learning task, 
reduces their ‘time for living’ (Gorz, 2010) in retirement. 
 
More broadly, we assert that this analysis of selected responses by a group of older 
Australians to a survey questionnaire about their learning about and their uses of 
particular contemporary technologies has a wider resonance with continuing debates 
about adult education, including its posited Cinderella status compared with other 
kinds of formal education provision. The evidence of multiple forms of acquiring and 
deploying social capital by the participants illustrated certain types of digital divides 
but not of others, as well as specific experiences of social in/equity and in/exclusion. 
These forms and experiences were enacted by means of individual agency at the 
same time that they were mediated by deeper socioeconomic forces. Clearly adult 
education has a crucial role to play in animating and illuminating both the individual 
agency and the deeper socioeconomic forces, and also in helping to equip older 
citizens in all countries with the dispositions and skills needed to engage 
meaningfully with ICTs on their own terms. Accordingly, it is timely for adult 
education as Cinderella to move out of the kitchen and to occupy centre stage as a 
key contributor to older people’s lifelong learning in this digital age. 
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The retention puzzle: learner life storying to explore 
expectations and experience in higher education at 
a further education college 

Joanne Tyssen, Leeds City College, England 

The paper will examine the methodological approach of narrative (life storying) used 
to research the education of adults on higher education programmes within a further 
education college.  

 
Retention 
The massification of higher education in the UK has seen an almost 30% increase in 
undergraduate learners, per year, since 1996 (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 
2014a). College based higher education has developed considerably, with over 
18,000 new learners now enrolling on full-time higher education courses in further 
education colleges each year (HEFCE, 2013). This reflects the move from elite to 
mass higher education, through the development of widening access strategies 
(Scott, 1995), and has brought with it a more diverse body of learners; research 
(Nelson et al., 2012) suggesting that these learners may be more vulnerable to 
attrition.  

 
Around 10% of all full-time first year undergraduate learners in England have 
dropped out, every year, since the turn of the decade (Higher Education Statistics 
Agency, 2014b). Within the higher education in further education sector this is over 
18% (HEFCE, 2013). Although the UK drop-out rate is currently the lowest in Europe 
(Grove, 2014), this relatively consistent loss of first year learners, per year, shows 
that retention and attrition is a historical yet contemporary issue in higher education, 
that is not improving despite research informed practices. The reasons for this are 
unclear.  
 
Existing literature  
Researchers (for example Christie et al., 2007) have widely explored the factors 
influencing higher education retention. Learners often have limited views of what 
higher education is like, or of the demands of the workload and independent 
learning, before they begin (Ramsden, 2008). Further factors influencing retention 
have been identified as: academic experience, induction and personal tutor 
support (Trotter, 2004); social support (Wilcox et al., 2006); poor academic and 
social choices (Christie et al., 2007); finance and employment (for instance 
Christie et al., 2007); university support systems (Christie et al., 2007); and the 
wrong motives for enrolling (Hill, 2011). Yet, despite factors influencing retention 
being reported and informing practice and policy, retention rates remain 
unchanged. The methodologies here, although some based on narrative, did not 
adopt a life storying approach. As such, an alternative approach to researching 
retention, through the life storying of individuals’ educational journeys, 
expectations, experiences and life worlds, may well provide understanding of 
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retention from a different perspective and thus make more visible the issue for 
learners.  
 
Literature is much less available from the college based higher education sector. 
Where attention has been given, it has been largely focussed on administration (for 
instance Garrod and Macfarlane, 2009) and alignment (for instance White, 2009); 
resulting in uneven and contradictory policy development (see Parry, 2009). 
However, despite research, the retention issue remains the same. The 
methodologies adopted are linked to identifying factors of retention; allowing policy to 
define these in a way which is easily measured and audited. This creates a demand 
for responses at institutional level, often resulting in the attribution of blame 
(accountability). Non-continuation of studies is negatively viewed by higher education 
providers and policy makers because of economic costs and its impact on efficiency 
of an institution, and the implications of failure (Merrill, 2014). On an individual level, 
concepts of legitimate identity would support this thinking in suggesting that learners 
‘should’ continue and achieve in order to be deemed successful (Bourdieu, 1991). 
This is reflected in national strategy (OFFA and HEFCE, 2014, 112) through the use 
of lexis within their definition of learner success such as ‘supporting learners from 
disadvantaged backgrounds during their studies, so they are more likely to complete 
their studies….’ However, Merrill (2014) argues that non-continuation should not be 
viewed as negative in all instances as many who withdraw from their studies view 
their experiences as positive in terms of learning, identity and development of self in 
a positive way. Field and colleagues’ (2012, 85) findings when interviewing non-
traditional learners in higher education support this with all those who dropped out 
stating that they had benefited from the learning, including growing in confidence and 
becoming more knowledgeable and critical. There is potential that life stories, 
therefore, provide value in personal and professional development as well as 
informing development and change (Sikes, 2006). Therefore, an alternative 
methodology is needed to change the way retention is viewed, and to better 
understand the way learners explain the (non)completion of studies. 

 
Narrative  
Hiles and Cermak (2009, 154) claim that ‘narrative is essential to the meaning-
making process through which events and actions may be understood’. Further, the 
experience of the event forms the basis of the story through shaping, ordering and 
meaning-making (Warham, 2012, 77). This could involve the meaning individuals 
make of higher education in their life world but also the meaning made of potential 
barriers and enablers impacting their aspirations for and (non)continuation on higher 
education. The purpose of narrative research, therefore, is not just to present a 
persons’ memory or story of a past experience as it really happened, but to 
understand what the experience was in terms of their reality, meaning to their world, 
and why they acted in a particular way.  
 
Biographical research, such as life history and life story, is an approach which has 
become increasingly popular in recent years; benefiting from the wider ‘cultural turn’ 
and the emphasis on ‘lived experience’ (Merrill, 1999). It is also a highly compatible 
methodology in analysing the life course, helpful in explaining why significant 
episodes of learning and moments of personal change and identity (Biesta et al., 
2011). Approaches such as life storying therefore allow researchers to explore the 
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meanings and importance that people attach to changes in their lives (Field et al., 
2012). 
 
Narrative (notably life storying) is an alternative 'methodology' in researching higher 
education retention because, philosophically, it changes the way the problem is 
conceived whilst enabling more in-depth understanding of the learner’s life world. 
The problem is defined differently when observed from the point of view of the 
participants, who may have alternative ways of explaining (non)completion of their 
courses.  

 
Life storying 
Life stories ‘tell us much about individual and collective, private and public, structural 
and agentic, and real and fictional worlds’ (Goodley et al., 2004, xi). They are 
concerned with gaining in-depth understanding of individual realities and making 
apparent the individual meaning of their world or tale. As such, stories provide details 
and important information about peoples’ experience relating to their identity, 
realities, and transformations through reflexivity to life changes. ‘Our life story is a lot 
more than just a story – it might hold a series of crucial clues as to how we act and 
live’ (Goodson, 2012, 63). Life stories are deemed more appropriate in light of 
‘dramatic change in the scale of human belief and aspiration’ (Goodson, 2006, 8) 
and work on exploring the personal world and experience of an individual. Goodson 
(2012, 63) contends that we not only render accounts from life stories ‘but flexibly 
respond to the transitions and critical events which comprise our lives and equip us 
to actively develop courses of action and learning strategies’. Therefore, life storying 
may provide crucial clues, and understanding of courses of action, as to why 
learners (dis)engage in higher education. As such, life storying is a particularly 
pertinent methodology in aiming to understand individual experiences of the course, 
critical incidents that are being reflected upon, and the course of action developed 
from such.  
 
As Field et al. (2012) argue, individual storying (case studies) help make visible 
complex interplays between structure (influencing choices and opportunities) and 
agency (capacity for one to act independently and make their own choices), which 
other kinds of research outside biographic research, often obscure. Life stories, and 
life histories, thus provide a basis for understanding of why some learners continue 
and succeed, and some choose to discontinue, considering the ‘interdisciplinary 
connections between inner and outer worlds’ (Field et al., 2012, 88). Further, greater 
understanding can be gained of concerns and/or excitement that learners may 
experience when beginning higher education, as well as the resources and 
processes they adopt in making decisions, developing expectations and agency, and 
reflexing on the (non)fulfilment of such.  
 
Sikes is particularly interested in life stories and life histories; investigating peoples’ 
perceptions and experiences of being educators and the influences impacting upon 
these. Such work includes the effect of parenthood on professional practice (Sikes, 
1997); being an RE teacher in a secular society (Sikes and Everington, 2004); and 
the experiences of secondary school teachers unfairly accused of sexual misconduct 
(Sikes and Piper, 2011). Here, this methodology is being advocated for advancing 
social justice; giving groups of individuals a voice and exploring the lived realities of 
the people living the experience. This is the beginning to understanding why 
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individuals faced with a particular set of circumstances may formulate particular 
courses of action and respond the way they do. From such findings, policy makers 
can make appropriate changes to policy and practice to better attend to individuals’ 
experience.  
 
An example of life story work over the last decade, within higher education research, 
is Gofen (2009), who explored first-generation higher education learners breaking 
the intergeneration cycle. This involved a grounded theory approach, including the 
recollection of various episodes in their life stories, highlighting what incidents they 
believed had major influence on their path into higher education. With particular 
reference to retention in higher education, Field et al. (2012) adopted life history 
approaches to explore access and retention of non-traditional learners, pertinent 
here as further education colleges have been seen to perform strongly in terms of 
widened participation in higher education (HEFCE, 2012). Both investigations 
provide beneficial insight into the use of life storying in understanding educational 
journeys and perhaps the beginnings of making visible preparedness, motivations, 
and concepts of transformative habitus and identity. This can now be taken forward 
to better understand expectations starting higher education, and experiences in the 
transition phase of higher education when attrition has been seen to be highest.  
 
Challenges, the truth and trustworthiness 
Challenges include: the reactionary and imperialistic accounts that can be produced; 
objectivity; unpredictability of consistency; thought-musings to rival orderings; and 
misinterpretation / contrary interpretation (Disch, 1994; Gallagher, 2008; Gallagher, 
2011). To tell a story of a real event is against all the traditional rules of research, but 
these rules are not absolute and they should be viewed as rules of caution (Disch, 
1994, 3). Therefore, stories should be used ‘methodologically – as spaces for 
probing rival musings and interpretive openings’ (Gallagher, 2011, 52). Gallagher 
(2011) goes on to argue that some level of interpretation is unavoidable, that stories 
cannot be taken literally. I would caution that life stories should not be claiming a 
generalisability of a consensus of an experience. Rather, it should be aiming to make 
visible the perceived realities of the individual(s) through their life stories, making 
suggestions for possible consideration and/or implication for practitioners. They aim 
to make visible the perceived realities of the individual(s) through their life stories, 
making suggestions for possible consideration and/or implication for practitioners. 
 
Further, to be able to judge the ‘validity’ of storytelling by means of the more 
traditional methods, the researcher must deal only in facts (Arendt, 1982) therefore 
not allowing for a full exploration of the individuals’ perceived reality. The narrative of 
each individual learner will be influenced by their own experiences, perceptions, 
historical contexts, beliefs and personal values. As such, meaning-making of their 
experiences and shaping of their stories will occur in different ways. This is not to 
say one story of an experience is more or less trustworthy than another story of the 
same experience. Rather, life stories should be understood as individual stories 
within a multiple reality context. These stories should thus be used for enhancing 
understanding of social situations and experience that perhaps policy makers and 
practitioners may consider.  
 
In adopting a life storying methodology, the concepts of truth and trustworthiness 
must be considered. Despite the use of narrative methods becoming more wide-
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spread, ‘critics have denounced narrative inquiry by appealing to the virtue of truth’ 
(Hardy, 2012, 167). Phillips (1994, 1997) is one of the biggest critics of narrative 
methods in educational research, stating that we want a true account and real 
reasons (1997, 107, Phillips’ emphasis) and that narratives provide a more-or-less 
not a true or false (1997, 166). Phillips (1997) goes on to contend that if truth is not 
explicit, via his acceptance of truth, then readers of any narrative research should 
just accept findings, albeit gullibly and uncritically. This is certainly not what would be 
encouraged here and regardless of any type of research, there must be an 
acceptable level of rigour and trustworthiness in any findings or claims being made.  
 
Life storying in practice 
The methodology of life storying was adopted in order to better understand the 
educational journeys, expectations and experiences of new learners enrolling on 
college based higher education courses. 10 (5 male, 5 female) year 1 (level 4) 
enrollers were involved in a study relating to their expectations and experiences in 
the transition phase (semester 1) of their programme of study. Participants were 
aged between 18-27 years and with an average age of 21.5 years. 2 semi-structured 
interviews were conducted; firstly between induction week and week 2 of teaching 
(to explore expectations and what accounts for these); and secondly after week 15, 
following semester one (to explore experiences, the (non)fulfilment of expectations, 
and responses to any mis-match). During these interviews participants biographed 
their educational journey and were reflexive about their career plans, expectations 
and experiences.   
 
Reasons given for progressing onto higher education were largely focussed around 
transforming habitus; from those experienced now in the family background to 
something they termed as ‘a better lifestyle’. This included being able to better 
provide for future families; not struggle; and having greater stability. Learners 
deemed that having a degree will lead to a better career and a better salary. These 
assumptions were based on seeing friends and extended family members (cousins) 
go to university; own perceptions of needing a degree to ‘have a career rather than 
just jobs’; and that their own parents and grandparents struggle in life, having not 
undertaken higher education. Further reasons were focussed around having an 
opportunity to reach own potential and gain self-pride, as well as proving people 
wrong. For two learners in particular, proving the absent father wrong was very 
motivational; showing the father, and his family, that they could be successful without 
their support.  
 
The most common expectation about the impending higher education journey was 
that there would be high levels of support from friendly tutors. Accounting for this 
was the comparison being made to what they perceived university (rather than 
college) would have been like, based on the experiences of friends and family. They 
did not expect to be ‘spoon-fed’ but that smaller class sizes would mean greater 
interaction, levels of contact, one-to-one support, and opportunities to ask questions. 
Learners did express nervousness and worry about how they would cope and the 
fact that they expected to need to work hard and undertake a large amount of 
independent study, reading and referencing.  
 
Learners generally felt their experience had positively matched or exceeded their 
expectations. In particular, the teaching methods and support offered by tutors 
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exceeded their already high expectations. Because of this, they felt it had not been 
quite as stressful and worrying as they first thought. However, a number of learners 
were also surprised at how hard the step up had been from level 3, particularly in 
relation to the amount of referencing that was needed; much more than they had 
anticipated.  
 
Half of the learners had considered discontinuing on their course, reasons given 
being self-doubt and lack of confidence; the standard of work being harder than 
expected; and being home sick. Four no longer feel this way (the fifth did not engage 
in the follow-up interview) due to now seeing they are able; having plans for 
progression through the degree and into a career; encouragement from peer and 
family to give it time; and not wanting to waste any more time due to being a mature 
learner.  
 
Concluding thoughts 
In order to better understand the potential challenges influencing (dis)continuation of 
studies for learners, we need to first understand their life world. Life stories act as a 
starting point for understanding and the process of coming to know (Goodson, 2012), 
thus helping practitioners and policy makers make sense of what is going on for 
learner. In turn, this provides insight into the issues impacting continuation and the 
decision-making processes behind attrition and retention from the perspective of the 
learner. Through the telling of stories, we can better understand the meaning 
individuals make about their experiences and backgrounds, but also how they 
perceive their own realities.  
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groups in higher education 
 

Sean Walton and Nadira Mirza, University of Bradford, UK 
 
Introduction 
The attainment gap between black and minority ethnic (BME) students and White 
students in higher education has been a concern for educators for at least the last 15 
years. Over this period, Pakistani and Bangladeshi undergraduate students have, on 
average, attained 20 percentage points lower in their final degree scores that their 
White counterparts and Black students have faired even worse, with the gap being 
around 25 percent (Walton, 2012; Cole, 2011; Equality Challenge Unit and Higher 
Education Academy, 2008; Broecke and Nicholls, 2007). This attainment gap has 
fluctuated slightly from one year to another and there has been no trend of overall 
improvement. This paper discusses two conflicting frameworks for analysing this 
discrepancy and proposes ways in which these frameworks can be unified. 
 
The one-dimensional university 
The continued existence of the attainment gap, and its relative stability, can be partly 
explained by the persistent corporatisation of higher education and the attendant 
one-dimensionality that this entails (Cunningham, 2013). Since at least as early as 
the 1960s, higher education institutions have become increasingly corporatized, a 
change driven by the needs of advanced capitalism to exploit the economic 
opportunities that universities present and to minimise challenges to neo-liberal, 
corporate ideology (Seybold, 2008).  
 
This move to one-dimensionality, where any view that is critical of the dominant 
corporate ideology, stymies critical pedagogic attempts to make any real changes to 
university culture that are beneficial to anyone other than the capitalist elite, 
effectively creating an environment where it is more expedient for universities to 
downplay or deny the attainment gap than to make meaningful interventions to tackle 
it. On the current corporate nature of universities, Cunningham has observed: 
 

Now college culture, once a haven for critical theory, mirrors that of commercial 
realms with an unsettling precision. The rhetoric and mentality of corporations are 
actualised in ‘universities’ claims to marketplace ‘excellence’, a consumerist, 
anything goes curriculum, and increasingly desperate popular reliance on the 
college degree as security against obsolescence in the globalized economy 
(Cunningham, 2013, 544). 

 
The transformative potential of universities and university students to act as catalysts 
for positive, emancipatory change has been blunted by the corporate drive. 
Universities have become one-dimensional (Marcuse, 1964). 
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Critical pedagogy 
It could also be argued that against this backdrop of one-dimensionality, critical 
pedagogy has entered its own phase of crisis. Indeed, Cunningham (2013) has 
argued that in universities even the teaching of critical theory itself has become 
packaged and commodified and an (ironic) example of one-dimensionality. 
 
Furthermore, and to compound this problem for critical thought in higher education, 
current theorists in critical pedagogy seem incapable of agreement and display a 
propensity to engage in largely circular theory wars, rather than any genuine 
emancipatory struggle against educational inequalities and social justice more 
widely. McArthur (2010) has called for critical pedagogues to put aside their own 
differences (and their differences with educators from outside the critical tradition) 
and to learn to work together progressively to create a more equal and valuable 
educational experience for all students. In this spirit, we turn our discussion to two 
prominent theoretic frameworks for analysing attainment disparities (Critical Race 
Theory (CRT) and Marxism) where differences in theory have created tensions. We 
argue that these theoretical frameworks are actually complementary.  
 
Critical Race Theory 
Critical race theory (CRT) has its origins in the critical legal studies (CLS) movement 
in the United States of America of the late 1970s (Crenshaw et al., 1995; Cole, 2009, 
2012; Walton, 2012). CLS was the product of a group of left-leaning legal scholars, 
including neo-Marxists, who shared a concern that the practice of North American 
law, and how law was taught in American universities, was perpetuating class (and 
economic) inequalities and hierarchies. CLS scholars maintained that the inherently 
political nature of the law was responsible for this perpetuation of inequalities and 
that legal structures in the USA were both the product of, and mechanisms to 
maintain, the dominant right-wing political ideology of the times. That this political 
nature of the law was unacknowledged by contemporary law scholarship was, 
perhaps the biggest barrier to the law’s ability to sufficiently deal with the prevalent 
social injustices of the time (Crenshaw et al., 1995). 
 
CRT emerged shortly after this shift in legal theorizing (Cole, 2009). A product of 
CLS’s narrow focus on issues of class and economic structures together with the 
worrying slowing of civil rights advances, scholars adopting a CRT perspective 
sought to amend the gap in CLS thinking by shifting their critical attention onto the 
persistent and deep-seated racial inequalities in American society (West, 1995). By 
building upon, and critiquing CLS thinking, CRT scholars sought to create a 
theoretical base from which to understand the ways in which the law operates to 
construct and maintain racial inequalities in the USA. In essence, the emergence of 
CRT was the birth of a sophisticated, postmodern, critical, intellectual and political 
project organised around the concept of race.  
 
Critical race theory, then, was (and continues to be) a much-needed development, 
and critique of critical theory. It gave scholars of colour (to use a North-American 
expression) a theoretical basis from which to understand their lived experiences of 
racial oppression and a practical means around which to organise anti-racist action. 
It also provides critical scholars on the left with an additional theoretical framework 
by which to understand the mechanisms of racial oppression. In a much-quoted 
passage, Crenshaw et al. describe the dual aims of the scholars that created CRT: 
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In short, we intended to evoke a particular atmosphere in which progressive 
scholars of colour struggled to piece together an intellectual identity and a political 
practice that would take the form both of a left intervention into race discourse and 
a race intervention into left discourse (Crenshaw et al., 1995, xix). 

 
Since its development in legal scholarship, CRT has become the most widely used 
theoretical framework for analysing racial inequalities in education. 
 
Critical race theory in education in the UK 
Critical race theory as it has come to be applied in UK educational theory is 
overwhelmingly dominated by what Delgado and Stefancic (2001) and Delgado 
(2003) have called its ‘idealist wing’ (see also Cole and Maisuria 2007). The idealist 
wing of CRT is concerned with discourse analysis, structural analyses of racism, 
racist attitudes, and racial ontologies. Delgado explains: 
 

An idealist school [of CRT] holds that race and discrimination are largely functions 
of attitude and social formation. For these thinkers, race is a social construction 
created out of words, symbols, stereotypes, and categories. As such, we may 
purge discrimination by ridding ourselves of the texts, narratives, ideas, and 
meanings that give rise to it and that convey the message that people of other 
racial groups are unworthy, lazy, and dangerous. These writers analyse hate 
speech, media images, census categories, and such issues as intersectionality 
and essentialism (Delgado, 2003, 123). 

  
For CRT idealists (according to Delgado), ‘The study of “race” has supplanted the 
study of race’ (2003, 125).  
 
Such an idealist analysis of race and racism is present in Gillborn’s writings on CRT 
in the context of UK education which focuses (very generally speaking) on how racial 
categories are used and manipulated in assessing the attainment of Black and 
minority ethnic (BME) pupils (e.g. Gillborn, 2008, 2010a), the media’s construction of 
racial identities (e.g. Gillborn, 2008, 2010b), dominant trends in discourses within the 
British media about race interventions in education (e.g. Gillborn, 2010b), definitions 
of racism and White supremacy (e.g. Gillborn, 2008, 2009, 2010b), and the social 
construction of ‘Whiteness’ as a category of educational privilege (e.g. Gillborn, 
2009).  
 
This form of CRT has, at least initially, been at odds with anti-racist Marxist thought 
in an educational context with Allen (2006) and Gillborn (2008) advocating a split 
with Marxist thinkers. Allen asserts: 
 

Across all disciplines, white Marxists and their supporters have had a history of 
scrutinising the contradictions of Blacks much more harshly than those of non-
Blacks… I don’t think that our focus should be on merely bridging the emergent rift 
between CRT and Marxist-oriented critical pedagogists by concocting some sort of 
synthesis. I won’t do this because I believe that this rift marks a historic and much 
needed shift in the racialized plate tectonics of critical pedagogy (Gillborn 2008, 38 
quoting Allen 2006). 
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Conversely, Cole (2009) has largely dismissed CRT in UK education studies as 
lacking any grounding in historical and economic reality and being mainly an 
academic pursuit with no real potential to improve the prospects of non-White 
students.  
 
Marxism and Realist CRT 
In contrast to the current trend in UK education-based CRT, scholars that founded 
the CRT movement saw a clearer intersection between the class inequalities 
experienced by poor Whites and the racial inequality experienced by people of 
colour, and recognised that their emancipatory interests are bound together. Bell 
(1992) observed: 
 

Black people are the magical faces at the bottom of society’s well. Even the 
poorest whites, those who must live their lives only a few levels above, gain their 
self-esteem by gazing down on us. Surely, they must know that their deliverance 
depends on letting down their ropes. Only by working together is escape possible. 
Over time, many reach out, but most simply watch, mesmerized into maintaining 
their unspoken commitment to keeping us where we are, at whatever cost to them 
or to us (Bell, 1992, Epigraph). 

 
And Delgado and Stefancic (2005), commenting on the work of Bell, assert that: 
 

Some believe that racism is dead, or that discrimination on the basis of class is 
much more serious. For Bell, the two forms of discrimination are intimately 
connected: The situation is not either-or. Much of racial discrimination rests on an 
economic base – it is a means of securing class advantage. It is also a means by 
which elite Whites secure the cooperation of down-and-out working class whites, 
who might otherwise join forces with struggling blacks against the corporate forces 
that oppress them both (Delgado and Stefancic, 2005, 369). 

 
Here we see a rejection of the rhetoric that places CRT at odds with class-based 
analyses of inequalities. Two of the principle founders of CRT (Delgado and Bell) 
recognise that a key concept within CRT, that of White supremacy, is a tool of class 
oppression as well as racial oppression. Moreover, Delgado (2003) specifically 
praises Marxism as an effective contributor to black radicalism and notes that during 
civil rights-era America, black radical groups, including the Black Panthers, openly 
quoted Marx, Lenin and Fanon and because of this, the White establishment 
responded to them with lethal force. At least partly because of its severing from 
Marxist doctrine, ‘the radical thrust of civil rights was soon blunted’ (Delgado, 2003, 
130) and CRT emerged later as a ‘milder form’ (ibid) of Black radicalism, one that 
was acceptable to the (White) authorities. 
  
Marxism and White supremacy 
In recent years, anti-racist Marxist thinkers and their counterparts in the CRT camp 
have disagreed most strongly around the CRT concept of White supremacy, its 
accuracy as a descriptor of reality, and its utility as an emancipatory tool. Critical 
race theorists often use ‘White supremacy’ to describe a state of affairs that captures 
the everyday experiences of people of colour and to describe a social system in 
which racial discrimination is the norm, where the mechanisms of discrimination are 
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all pervasive but subtle and difficult to accurately pinpoint and eradicate (Ansley, 
1997).  
 
Cole and Maisuria (2007), Cole (2009, 2011) have criticised the concept of White 
supremacy (as employed by the idealist strand of CRT in UK education studies) as 
being both conceptually impoverished and counter-productive as a critical 
pedagogical tool. According to Cole (2009) ‘White supremacy’, as employed by CRT, 
is an unhelpful concept for four main reasons: 
 
1. It presents an abstracted yet essentialist conception of race and racism by 
separating race and racism from their historical, economic and political contexts. 
 
2. It homogenises all White people as the beneficiaries of White supremacy and 
inaccurately categorises all White people as being in positions of power and 
privilege. 
 
3. It cannot provide a comprehensive account of non-colour coded racism.  
 
4. Using the phrase ‘White supremacy’ is counterproductive as an emancipatory tool 
because telling the White working class that they are White supremacists 
undermines (for Marxists) attempts to unify the working class according to their 
shared (economic) interests. 
 
In a wide-ranging discussion of the intersection between race and class inequalities, 
Gillborn (2010b) contends that, in the context of the 2008 financial collapse and the 
subsequent need for neo-liberal values to be re-asserted, media portrayals of the 
White working class have been contradictory. Indeed, such portrayals (particularly in 
the UK tabloid press) have oscillated between depictions of the White working class 
as victims of immigration and policies that promote the interests of non-White 
minorities above their own, to immoral degenerates that are a threat to decent 
society and whose very Whiteness itself is questionable.  
 
This dual portrayal of the White working class serves the needs of the White 
economic elite by helping to justify their position power holders. However, despite 
being depicted as ‘degenerates’ in one strand of media discourse and seeing no 
improvement in their material conditions, the White working class are ultimately also 
the beneficiaries of such media discourses and the state of affairs that they promote. 
Gillborn (2010b) says: 
 

The CRT concept of interest-convergence is useful here because it helps explain 
the operation of these victim/degenerate discourses that seem at one level to split 
the White group and yet, ultimately, they help secure White supremacy overall. For 
the White middle classes the benefits are clear and unambiguous; the resurgent 
neo-liberalism of personal responsibility and individual effort means that their 
privilege merely reflects their greater merit; race inequality is erased from the 
policy agenda; and moves to cut welfare payments promise tax breaks in the 
future. The benefits for the White working class are more mixed but, on balance, 
remain clear; they may face a tougher time qualifying for benefits but they know 
that their interests will be secure against those of minoritised groups because the 
solidarity of the White middle classes ensures that the spectre of racial violence 
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(both symbolic and real) will be mobilised if, for example, their educational or 
employment prospects dip below those of key (especially Black) minoritised 
groups. In addition, this group can always console themselves that they are part of 
the respectable class fraction rather than the degenerate section (Gillborn, 2010b, 
21-22). 

 
In this (idealist) CRT analysis of the use of how racial categories and media 
depictions are used to minoritise non-White groups and to manipulate the White 
working class, the benefits (however, small and ephemeral) to poor Whites are 
foregrounded in such a way that the potential for interest convergence between poor 
Whites and poor non-Whites is obliterated. The benefits of White supremacy to poor 
Whites are presented without any consideration of the benefits that the poor White 
may accrue by abandoning their allegiance to Whiteness and identifying themselves 
with non-White, poor groups.  Here, the concept of White supremacy shows little 
potential to motivate collaborative action across and between poor White and non-
White groups.   
 
By returning to a materialist form of CRT we are able to see how Cole’s (Marxist) 
worries above about the concept of CRT can be a quieted and a theoretical basis for 
meaningful emancipatory action for both poor Whites and racially minoritised groups 
is provided.  
 
While it is undoubtedly the case that all White identified people are the beneficiaries 
of White supremacy (Gillborn, 2008, 2009, 2010b) it is also the case that White 
supremacy is a cause of suffering for some White groups, namely the White poor. 
 
Here we see that the concept of White supremacy within the materialist CRT 
paradigm goes some way towards assuaging Cole’s (Marxist) worries about CRT in 
general and the CRT concept of White supremacy in particular in the following ways.  
 
Firstly, by focussing on the ideological use and economic impact of White 
supremacy, race as a construct is located squarely within its historical, social, and 
economic context. White supremacy is seen as an ideological tool that is used to 
minoritise primarily non-White groups, but also, to a lesser degree, poor White-
identified groups to the benefit of the White economic elite.   
 
Secondly, it does not homogenise all White people as being overwhelmingly the 
beneficiaries of White supremacy. While materialist CRT conceptions of White 
supremacy certainly do position all White people as gaining some benefit from their 
White designations, it also recognises that in some cases (i.e. those of poor Whites) 
the benefits of being designated as White within a White supremacist system are 
outweighed by the costs. 
 
Thirdly, although a materialist CRT concept of White supremacy cannot on its own 
fully explain the subtle types of non-colour coded racism, it can feature as part of a 
wider explanation of how racist and White supremacist social and economic and 
social systems operate. 
 
Finally, ‘White supremacy’ when illuminated through the lens of Materialist CRT 
regains its usefulness as an emancipatory tool for the White working class because, 
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properly understood, it portrays the White working class as victims of White 
supremacy (as well as, to a lesser extent, the beneficiaries). 
 
Conclusion 
We have argued that CRT is, as originally conceived, an inherently political theory 
that successfully grounds race as a useful critical pedagogical tool and that key 
conceptual constructs of CRT are useful to, and supplemented by, Marxist anti-racist 
thinking in education studies in the UK. Recognising the complementary nature of 
these two theories aids our understanding of racial inequalities in higher education 
and brings together disparate critical pedagogical theories in an age of one-
dimensional higher education. Subscribing to materialist CRT does not lead one 
inevitably to Marxism (or vice versa), yet each position is enriched by the other. This 
being so, Marxists should also be critical race theorists (and vice versa). 
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Distress in a city: racism, xenophobia, 
fundamentalism and the role of adult education as 
an experiment in democracy, in past and present 
times  

Linden West, Canterbury Christ Church University, UK 

This paper focuses on the rise of racism, xenophobia, fundamentalism and considers 
the role of adult education in relation to this. A ‘post-industrial city’, Stoke on Trent, in 
the English Midlands, is taken as a case study, drawing on in-depth, 
auto/biographical narrative research among 50 plus diverse people living and 
working there. The city is a location of some distress, with 1 in 3 families having 
someone suffering from mental illness, alongside large scale unemployment, and a 
dysfunctional period of local politics. It is a city where the racist British National Party 
(BNP) came close to winning control of the city council, and the English Defence 
League is active; and where particular mosques have been attacked. Although the 
city is a specific place, at a moment of history, its condition may speak more 
generally of post-industrial communities across Europe and beyond (West, 2016, 
forthcoming). 
 
The paper draws on particular narratives: of a woman living on a predominantly 
white working class estate - where the BNP was successful - and of someone from 
an area of the city in which many people of Muslim faith live, who turned to Islamism.  
In the former, attention is paid to the appeal of the BNP for some marginalised 
people. The story encompasses the role of recreational forms of adult education and 
how they can provide a means to mental healing, and to effective and 
open engagement with problems. At the theoretical core of the study is the work of 
critical theorist Axel Honneth and his concept of recognition, which is developed 
further in recent writing (West, 2014: West, 2016, forthcoming). The paper also 
touches on historical evidence of WEA/University adult education, which was once 
strong in the city, yet came to be disparaged. However, this has been subject to a 
major re-evaluation, not least in challenging bigotry and in stimulating experiments in 
democratic education (Rose, 2010).  
 
The good ‘re-creational’ class 
There was a pattern in some stories on predominantly white working class estates: 
of lost worlds and feelings of abandonment, and of what I term disrespect, derived 
from the ideas of critical theorist Axel Honneth (2007; 2009), both by authority and 
from within a wider culture, in the stigmatisation of particular communities. Stories 
are told of the BNP listening and being attentive, and providing effective 
representation for ordinary people, that other parties failed to offer; in effect, the 
recognition of ‘small’ everyday matters, with BNP activists taking time with the 
people of the estate. However, the BNP could then suggest connections between the 
state of the estate and the threatening other of immigration and or asylum seekers.  
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‘Carol’ was initially attracted to the BNP, or rather some of the new councillors 
because they worked hard on the estate. And yet she came to be more critical of 
them over time because of their wider agenda. She has lived on the estate for most 
of her life and her narrative covers the loss of an older industrial base and of a 
husband who worked in the pits. Her story has also to do with becoming a 
community worker, and how austerity and reductions in public spending bite into 
individual lives. The importance of others to well-being is at the heart of her narrative 
and of how resources of well-being get created. This involves adult education of a 
recreational kind, in her case, frequently disparaged as inconsequential. Yet it may 
be crucial to re-consider its meaning in providing space to move from distress into a 
social ecology of friendship, conversation, stimulation, meaning, and fraternity. 
Fraternity, as John Dewey noted, is another name for the consciously appreciated 
goods which accrue from association in which we all share, and which gives 
direction to the conduct of each (Dewey, 1969).  

Carol mentioned the death of her husband and the loneliness she felt in her first 
interview: 

…..I was married for a long time and then I lost my husband, we only had one 
child, a daughter… I don’t like being a widow, it’s very lonely, it’s the loneliness 
that’s the killer. I sit alone in the evening and just watch the telly because through 
the day you can come out and do things, but in the evening I am in. I go out with 
my daughter once a week on Wednesday and that’s my week. But when my 
husband first died I had a nervous breakdown, I didn’t come out for five years… 

Carol talked of her mental health problems and the stigma she felt attached to them. 
People do not really understand or notice mental illness, she said; it was not 
obvious, like a physical ailment: 

I went into hospital, which I’m ashamed of... I never thought I’d end up in 
somewhere like that, I thought I was a stronger person… so there was the 
dormitory, and I was up that corner with a great big radiator and the men had used 
that corner for the urinal, so you can imagine, I can’t get that smell from out of my 
head… I couldn’t look anybody in the face. I walked with my head down. I can 
remember you used to have to queue for your tablets, 11 o’clock at night, and I 
was coming out in my pyjamas and oh my god... I used to go… the toilets and 
there would be men in there because they forgot they weren’t on that floor they 
were upstairs. It was a dreadful time. I wouldn’t wish it on anybody. I’m ashamed 
of that… He [her husband] wouldn’t have wanted this, but it just happened that 
way… But people don’t think you are ill because they can’t see a plaster or your 
paleness…but you don’t know what’s happening up here do you?... I wouldn’t wish 
it on anyone, it was terrible. 

Mental pain for Carol was as real and intense as any physical pain. Layard and Clark 
(2014) have called for mental suffering to be recognised and treated more seriously, 
in a context where mental health services are being cut, and have always tended to 
be the Cinderella of the British National Health Service. Such pain, they note, is felt 
in the same areas of the brain as physical pain, yet can go unnoticed. Moreover, 
physical illness may be seen as an act of the gods, while mental illness is a person’s 
own fault, a matter of deficiency, as Carol herself implied.  
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Re-creational adult education 
Yet Carol’s story is also one of how she picked herself up to become a community 
activist, and found recognition there, at an intimate as well as group level. She 
moved away from the BNP and began a journey from terror at leaving home, to 
chairing committees and engaging with a wider world. A key stage in the process 
was joining a sewing class, encouraged by a friend, who had started to take her for 
walks, ‘lamp-post by lamp-post, a new one each day’: 
 

I started going to the sewing class… because I just couldn’t come through the 
door…I had lost my confidence and everything, and when I started going…there 
was a lady there who I knew pretty well, and she had run this Community House 
so she said would I come and help on our committee? So, after a bit of argey-
bargey…I went on and from there…I just went to the partnership. They had event 
meetings which I used to go every month, I just got really involved…and I enjoyed 
it. It’s hard work, very tiring, but it keeps me out of mischief… a woman from 
sewing said will you come and help me do this tombola stall or do this that and the 
other and I just kept going everywhere and then they asked me... I started with 
school children reading to me and helping the kids, and then they asked me to be 
a school governor it’s just gone on from there, it’s just snowballed. 

Intimate threads of mental health, forged in the sewing class and new relationships 
of hope. Listening to young people reading and the recognition this could bring may 
be part of a fragile social ecology of relative flourishing. There is in Carol’s story the 
idea of serving a greater cause, beyond self, of reading to a child, or helping on the 
tombola stall. The psychologist Mark Freeman (2014) terms this the priority of the 
other. The fact of giving to others, in a charity shop, on committees, to a child in her 
reading, provides energy, life, meaning and recognition too. We need something 
outside ourselves for this to happen, for mental well-being.  

Two feminist educators, Mary Field Belenky and Ann Stanton (2000), also suggest 
that there can be an overly masculinist reading of the good adult education group. 
Notions of ideal speech communities, drawing on the work of Jürgen Habermas, 
involve experiences of equality, respect and an open sharing of ideas. Critical 
thinking becomes the means to establish the best way forward, or the good idea, in a 
spirit of cooperation. Yet, this can be considered a form of ‘separated’ learning, 
Belenky and Stanton argue, which looks for strengths rather than expressing 
sympathy for and interest in vulnerability. Connected learners, they argue, as in 
many women’s groups, strive to empathically engage with the other, in an attempt to 
see things more holistically. This is not necessarily to do with the exchange of ideas, 
per se, but rather with companionship and support, with listening and empathy, as 
well as creativity, in something like a sewing class. Carol travelled from mental 
despair at the death of a husband, into adult education and social activism, in a 
series of small steps.   

Political education for the Jihad 
If the state of the estate – predominantly white – is cause for concern in the rise of 
racism and evidence of mental distress, so too are areas of the city in which peoples 
of predominantly Asian origin live. In large part, those who settled in Stoke were from 
Pakistan, including Kashmir, and Bangladesh, and they make up about 50% of the 
city’s Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) population. There is evidence of distress in 
Muslim communities and of disrespect in everyday experiences of Islamophobia. 
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Running alongside this is the vacuum created by a dysfunctional political economy, 
being filled in part by small pockets of Islamism and its seductive, intoxicating 
potency for some young people. These groups are small in number while the vast 
majority of Muslims living in the city long for peace and tranquillity, but there is a 
problem. 

Sverre Varvin (2012) has compared the rise of Islamic fundamentalism with 
xenophobia and racism. Xenophobia is seen as a negative attitude towards 
strangers or the unknown that gets embedded in a loosely organised network of 
ideas. Islamism refers to a set of political ideologies based on a fundamentalist 
interpretation of Islam. Both, however, share hostile attitudes to the stranger, and a 
fear of being negatively influenced; and both, importantly, feed off, and need, each 
other, in a bizarre dialectic. Such processes require the reality of a threatening other, 
the EDL, or the jihadist, to provide fundamentalism with its potency, which works at 
the individual as well as collective level.  

There were a number of references in the research to someone I call ‘Raafe’. The 
particular interviews took place in 2011, in a context of a number of arrests being 
made in Stoke, under anti-terrorism legislation. The ‘radicalisers’ as they were called, 
had targeted young people. Bosnia was central to initial processes of radicalisation, 
by providing a compelling myth of the West’s hostility towards Islam. The ‘Christian 
world’ had conspired against brother Muslims in Bosnia and people had been 
slaughtered as the West stood idly by. There is some evidence that radicalisation 
works by an emotional, imaginative appeal to the past constructed in the light of the 
present: jihad becomes constructed as a heavy responsibility that requires 
toughness, even brutality. The victory of the Muslim armies in the 12th century Battle 
of Hattin, when the Crusaders (led by the King of Jerusalem, Guy of Lusignan), is 
interpreted as the outcome of a long process, with small scale skirmishes in diverse 
locations: of fighting jihad against crusaders in a hard hitting even brutal way, over 
time. Past struggles are reinterpreted in the light of the struggle today against the 
new crusaders of the West and its client states. Heroism and martyrdom are called 
for in what is quite a different process from a rational, textual analysis of the Koran. 
Muslim clerics may speak in the realm of theory, the jihadi groups act through stories 
and doing (Hassan and Weiss, 2015).        

Weakness in the mosques 
Stories of weakness in certain mosques, and of an authority vacuum, were frequent. 
As was anxiety about intergenerational rifts. The ‘mosque management’ had 
sometimes been unaware of processes of radicalisation. Raafe, I was told, came 
from a troubled background:  

… He didn’t have a very good relationship with his father ended up in crime… was 
sent down to prison… Came out of prison and he was within a few weeks…he had 
transformed into somebody who was a practising Muslim now to hear him… later 
on when we realised he was part of Hizb ut-Tahrir, but at that point to see 
somebody change so dramatically was wow, he made a real positive change ... 
you couldn’t explain to your parents why you wanted to… your parents  who came 
in the early 60’s… when they were young… very little… religious… education… so 
they didn’t have…opportunity to question the Imams and learn something; so they 
couldn’t pass that religious knowledge on to the youth, to their children; so the 
parents relied upon the mosques to offer that… so that’s where the communication 
barrier helped groups like Hizb ut-Tahrir. We can offer you Islamic information in 
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your language, that’s what attracted a lot of people in Stoke on Trent on topical 
issues…  

Radicalisation could transform the lives of particular individuals, like Raafe, providing 
meaning and purpose. (Such processes raise interesting questions for current 
discussions about the nature and meaning of transformative learning, see West, 
2014). There were programmes of ‘political education’ in particular Mosques, 
involving the use of appeals to action, rather than textual hermeneutics:  

.. Raafe was using a lot of facilities because his father was in the Mosque; so it 
was easy for him to use; he would have a few sessions in the mosque some of 
which I attended… well it was in those sessions I picked up some kind of… chat 
that I wasn’t happy with as a Muslim; these weren’t things that we heard in the 
past; not heard this from the sessions I attended… I’ve not heard these from my 
Muslim community or my parents so it was going back to the Imams and asking 
them questions, like that I’ve heard this. Is it correct? No it’s not and then it’s at 
that point when I had some friends who were at university that were slightly 
concerned about this group as well because they were getting on to campus.  

A number of young people in Stoke were clearly finding recognition, in its various 
dimensions, in radical groups: there were people like Raafe, confident and eloquent, 
who would pay attention to their troubles and offer potential purpose and narrative 
meaning in a life, even divine mission. Of course, not everyone participating in the 
groups in specific mosques becomes a jihadi and takes hold of a Kalashnikov and 
enters the violent theatre of the Middle East; or even begins proselytising among 
other disaffected young people. Except some have taken up arms, and others have 
found an ‘educative’ radicalising purpose in life, like Raafe.   

Back to the future 
The city was also once home to a form of university adult education that became a 
target for criticism. It was the location for the first ever university workers’ tutorial 
class, in 1908. About 25 or so worker students met weekly, on a Friday evening, over 
a period of years. The classes were free from prescribed curricula, and its members 
could explore and interrogate issues in their working lives from the perspectives of 
history, politics, economics and literature. Fortnightly essays were required, and the 
standard of some of these was remarkably high, although students could also 
struggle (Goldman, 1995; West, 1972). There were no formal examinations or 
qualifications reflecting a desire to eliminate competition and vocationalism from the 
classroom (West, 1972; Rose, 2010).  

Jonathan Rose’s historical work has been central to rescuing such workers’ 
education from the condescension of posterity (Rose, 2010). Rose chronicled the 
importance of relationship and recognition in workers’ education – between tutors 
and students, among students, but also in relation to the symbolic world – in 
challenging bigotry and fascism, for instance, and for cultivating agency at an 
individual as well as collective level. Such education provided avenues into 
leadership roles for many working class people, at local and national level; and 
served to radicalise and motivate worker students in personal as well as political 
ways. Lawrence Goldman’s work in relation to Stoke suggests similar processes. 
Surveys of students there showed how the majority were taking part in trade union 
activity, in cooperative societies, in local authorities, in religious and political bodies, 
as well as in building a workers’ education movement. Some, like Albert Emery, a 
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potter, went to Oxford and later returned to Stoke as tutorial class teachers 
(Goldman, 1995). Sheila Rowbotham (1981) has written of how worker students 
were not easily detached from their roots and beliefs; of how, for instance, the 
experience of a summer school (held every year for tutorial class students) could 
serve as an important source and symbol of social solidarity.  

All these stories – both contemporary and historic – give pause for thought about the 
role and value of adult education, and of what I term psychosocial processes of 
recognition; and issues are raised as to what might distinguish adult education from 
propaganda. Axel Honneth has written about processes of recognition working at 
three connected levels: of building self-confidence in intimate relationships, through 
individuals feeling seen and understood by significant others; of finding self-respect 
in groups, bringing with it senses of rights as well as responsibilities. And of self-
esteem created when we feel important to the well-being of groups and in wider 
communities; on this basis recognition of the other and thus greater social solidarity 
can grow (Honneth, 2007). John Dewey also observed how the good citizen requires 
democratic association so as to realise what she might be: she finds herself by full 
participation in family life, in the economy, in diverse artistic, cultural and political 
activities, in which there is free give and take. Dewey also suggests that good and 
intelligent solutions for society as a whole stem from more open, inclusive and 
democratic types of association. If Dewey applied this to social learning, it makes us 
think about what we can call the closed fundamentalist, as against the more open, 
potentially democratic group. Intelligent solutions are the result of the degree to 
which all those involved in groups fully participate without constraint and with equal 
rights. It is only when openly publicly debating issues, in inclusive ways, that 
societies or groups can really thrive (Honneth, 207,  218-239). The Jihadi group, 
however, involves a closure to others, and to the otherness of different ideas and 
narratives, which makes it, quite simply, anti-educational. The distinction is crucial. 
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Low income, increased student fees and access to 
higher education (HE): what do we know and what 
might we do about it?  

Heather Finlay and Kerry Harman, Birkbeck, University of London, UK 

Case study: Low income single parents in London and access to higher 
education. 
Low-income parents, particularly those who are single parents, face a number of 

challenges if they decide to pursue HE study including finding affordable and flexible 

childcare, negotiating an HE system they may be unfamiliar with and managing their 

family obligations (NUS, 2009, Hinton-Smith, 2012). In an attempt to provide access 

to HE for this often difficult to reach group, Birkbeck offered an outreach programme 

in Sure Start Children’s Centres since 2007 in some of the poorest boroughs in 

London. The programme was available during the day, local to the participants and 

included free childcare during the sessions. And, up to 2012/13, very few of the 

students paid any tuition fees because they were eligible for government-backed fee 

grants which covered all their fees. Modules from Higher Education Introductory 

Studies (HEIS) were used on the programme and the pedagogic approach was 

designed to be inclusive and incorporate the experience of the participants. Higher 

Education Introductory Studies is a level 4 Certificate of HE that provides a 

supported pathway into HE level study for students with non-traditional academic 

qualifications and no recent study experience. A recent, externally funded evaluation 

of the provision indicated that the experience was transformative for parents 

participating in the programme, both for them as individuals and as parents 

(Callender et al., 2014). Yet despite this, enrolments fell by 50% for the 2012/13 

intake on the programme and in 2013, even with an intensive recruiting campaign in 

the local community, there were no enrolments on modules at the Children’s 

Centres. 

While further research is needed to better understand the factors contributing to the 

collapse in enrolment on the outreach programme, anecdotal evidence suggests that 

a combination of factors is impacting the decision of low-income parents to not take 

up HE study. Firstly there was the abolition of government-funded tuition fee grants 

for low-income part-time students in 2012/13 and their replacement with student 

loans; alongside an increase in tuition fees because of the withdrawal of government 

funds for teaching in 2012/13. This was definitely a matter of concern, not only for 

prospective applicants but also for Sure Start Centre staff who played a significant 

role in recruiting to the programme. A fee waiver attached to the modules running at 

the Children’s Centres was not enough to persuade parents to apply as many were 

averse to taking out a loan to ‘pay’ for any subsequent study towards a degree. 
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Emerging research in this area indicates a wariness about tuition fees amongst 

mature students that isn’t seen to the same extent in younger students (Shaw, 

2014). 

As well as changes to the cost of studying in HE, the introduction of higher tuition 

fees coincided with a time of intense discussion about, and increasing 

implementation of, changes to the welfare system and public services. There has 

been some suggestion that these changes produced a climate of uncertainty for 

some receiving benefits or reliant on public services (Penny and Slay, 2013). Lone 

parents appear to be particularly vulnerable to the impact of the changes (Hirsch, 

2012). One early impact of the changes to the welfare system was an increased 

pressure for lone parents to be in paid work. This includes lone parents being 

available for work once children reach five years of age, as well as the need to be in 

work for at least 16 hours a week in order to avoid the consequences of the benefit 

cap. Having the benefit cap applied could mean losing the family home and possibly 

being moved out of London altogether (Work and Pensions Committee, 2014). 

Participants attending pre-enrolment information sessions for the outreach 

programme spoke about the need to be available to commence work if a job offer 

was made and were thus reluctant to embark on a programme of study. The majority 

of participants were also looking for a course of study that led into employment. 

Previous work has shown that when mature students are contemplating going into 

higher education there is a consideration of the risks and benefits of study (Reay, 

2009). Could it be that for some groups, such as low income lone parents, the 

current policies around higher education fees and welfare make a move into higher 

education too much of a risk?   

Discussion questions 

What is your local experience in working with lone parents/other mature age 

students? 

Has there been a drop in enrolment of mature age students, particularly those on low 

income, at your institution?  

If so, what has been your institutions response to this? And if not, what is being done 

at an institutional level to encourage enrolment of mature age students?  

What institutional and policy approaches might be developed to tackle this issue?  
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Mature students’ perceptions of change, 
development and emergent motivation following an 
‘English for Academic Purposes’ course 

Sara Glaser, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, Israel 

Background 
All universities in Israel have an English requirement for incoming students falling 
short of the exemption threshold set by the National Psychometric Entrance Exam.  
Mature learners (40 and above) entering the Hebrew University via a special access 
program are accepted without formal pre-requirements, but are still required to reach 
an exemption level in English. They thus face a double challenge: adjusting to the 
academic demands of their courses and to academic life in general, and facing the 
difficulties of the EAP1 ‘Exemption Course’, following years of disuse and 
predominantly negative learning experiences of English. At the outset of their 
journey, the English exemption course symbolizes the greatest stumbling block 
(“barrier”) to higher education and a test-case for the participants’ academic self-
efficacy. 
 

Purpose of the study 
I am exploring the learners’ perceptions of their academic and personal change and 
development, within the complex and intertwining contexts of their life stories, their 
learning experiences at the university and in the English course, and their belief 
systems. 
 

Methodology 
My qualitative study is based on in-depth retrospective interviews with 38 mature 
students who have graduated the EAP course, and a detailed questionnaire provided 
by each participant. Using grounded theory analysis (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, 
1994) along with a more holistic narrative approach, emergent themes were 
triangulated and complemented by portions of the questionnaires and by a more 
closed attitude-gaging tool during the interviews. 
 

Analysis 
The idea of using Possible Selves Theory (Markus and Nurius, 1986) and the L2 
Motivational Self System (Dornyei, 2009, 2011) as theoretical frameworks has 
emerged from the interviews themselves, as the prime motivation for entering the 
university access program is consistently perceived in terms of fulfilling a life-long 
dream or desire and embodied in what I have termed “The Academic Possible Self”.  
Motivation for and during the English course is more complex and involves 
processes of attitudinal transformation, as well as shifting notions of self-efficacy and 
self-discovery, as participants reflect on their past, present and future ‘English Self 
Concept’. The interplay between these two ‘selves’ is at the center of the 
participants’ learning experience, both at the university and in the English course. 
A particular emphasis will be given to ‘emergent motivators’, and emergent ‘selves’, 
both within the course and within the wider context of the participants’ perceptions, 
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life experiences, and their experiences as non-traditional, mature learners at the 
university.   

Notes 
1English for Academic Purposes 
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Part-time undergraduates: is there a link between 
the recruitment and retention of widening 
participation students and financial support? 
 

Mohammed Hussain and M.J. Morgan, University of Leeds, UK 
 
Since 2012, there has been a steep decline in the number of part-time 
undergraduates entering English universities, with numbers decreasing by 46% 
between 2010-2011 and 2013-2014, according to HEFCE figures. This has 
coincided with the introduction of a new fee regime, under which fees for part-time 
award-bearing courses have been  increased to up to pro-rata of £9,000 per year 
and the Part-Time Grant (PTG) for low income students has been replaced with a 
Part-Time Tuition Fee Loan (PTL). Whilst the latter means that no eligible student 
has to pay fees upfront, the end of the PTG means that students from low income 
backgrounds now receive no direct government support which they can use for 
course costs such as travel, child care, books and consumables. 
 
Under its Access agreement, the University of Leeds is committed to recruiting and 
retaining part-time students from widening participation backgrounds. The Lifelong 
Learning Centre (LLC) is a major provider of part-time courses in the University, 
offering a range of programmes mainly designed to attract part-time, mature 
students into higher education. Recruitment of students to part-time LLC courses has 
maintained its pre-2012 levels, despite fees which are pro-rata of the full-time rate of 
£9K and feedback from pre-entry guidance interventions which indicates that 
financial concerns are a major barrier to students considering whether to enter part-
time higher education. Part-time student retention levels in the LLC are also high. 
 
 As part of the University’s Access agreement, all eligible students on low incomes 
can receive an annual cash award to support them with their course costs, which 
may be spent in any way the student feels appropriate. The LLC is exploring whether 
there is a relationship between this financial support for part-time, low income 
learners (which in-house research shows is above average for the region) and the 
successful recruitment and retention of such students. A small scale study of part-
time students was made in early 2015 to find out how significant the cash provided 
by the University is in students’ decisions to enter higher education and their 
continuation on their course. 
 
Early results from an online questionnaire suggest a definite link between financial 
support and recruitment and an even stronger link between financial support and 
retention. The questionnaire will be followed up in early summer 2015 by focus 
groups with students to gain more qualitative information about student responses to 
financial support, including student attitudes to debt. 
 
The conference poster presents the results of the questionnaire and some further in-
house data to provide the background for an initial analysis of the relationship 



416 
 

between pre-entry guidance, financial support and part-time undergraduate 
recruitment and retention at the University of Leeds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


