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This predominantly qualitative study explores the student experience of adult 
education focusing on expectations, practices and consequences. The research 
draws upon the characteristics of 150 women enrolling on a level three 
childcare diploma in a Further Education College over a ten-year period, and, in 
particular, a semi-stratified sample of 33. 

The study is real-world research, interdisciplinary, and using a flexible, 
emergent design. Data was gathered through background questionnaires and 
informal interviews where the researcher used a combination of conversational 
and close listening techniques to explore students’ views. Interviews were 
transcribed in full and ‘conversation analysis’ coding used to illuminate meaning 
concealed within the dialogue.  

The research outcome is an in-depth interpretative account demonstrating how 
education mediates students’ biographies and exploring the tensions between 
instrumental and liberal values. The findings suggest that despite choosing a 
vocational qualification, many of the students seek and achieve broader goals, 
and that at all times, their decisions are bounded by the perceived needs of 
their children and families. In contrast to many other accounts that associate 
education with life change, it is remarkable how the students appear content to 
focus on their current ‘being’ and ‘doing’, accepting the limitations that parenting 
imposes on their ‘functioning’. 

The study seeks and finds patterns within and across the data. Narrative 
analysis suggests typologies relating to attitude and career progression. 
Thematic analysis reveals that despite diverse backgrounds, the students hold 
similar attitudes to work, favouring convenient hours and a blurring of work/life 
boundaries over remuneration. The thesis presents an ‘integrated lives’ model 
that captures the reciprocity of family, education and workplace ties and links 
this to Sen’s ‘capability approach’, an important philosophical conceptualization 
that places individual choice at the centre of policy decisions. It also offers a 
format for charting ‘capability’ throughout the life-course, facilitating comparison 
of non-standard biographical data and suggesting a means of examining the 
conversion of ‘capability’ into ‘functioning’. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis considers the student experience of adult education: the expectations, 

practices and consequences. The focus is a case study of women training to work in 

childcare, mostly adults re-entering the labour market as the care needs of their own 

children diminished. The research draws upon the characteristics of a population of 150 

women but looks in detail at the views of a semi-stratified sample of 33; students who 

had all completed the same level 3 Diploma course in the same Further Education (FE) 

college over a ten-year period with the same tutor, myself. I was aware that in studying 

my former students I risked charges of bias or undue influence but believed that 

provided I stepped out of the earlier role of lecturer and adopted a less directive 

approach as researcher, problems could be minimized and offset against the significant 

advantages: the longitudinal nature of the evidence, the deeper understandings achieved 

through contextual knowledge and prior acquaintance, and not least, the ease of access. 

In addition, I was aware that the constancy of location, of structures and of pedagogic 

style made it possible to minimize these effects, allowing a clearer focus on the students 

themselves; a significant benefit. 

The study is real-world research, interdisciplinary in nature, and using a flexible, 

emergent design (Robson, 2002). Aiming to develop rather than to test theory, it is 

predominately but not entirely qualitative in nature, selecting methods from a range of 

paradigms. Seeking to understand and interpret the students’ lives rather than to 

replicate a conventional methodological approach, the research borrows ideas from a 

range of disciplines - sociology, psychology, economics and education in particular -

and uses them to construct an in-depth interpretative account from interview data that 

examines students’ perceptions of the role of education in mediating their lives. It 

records students’ beliefs, impressions and experiences and locates these in a broader 

historical and socio-cultural context. In so doing, it seeks to understand how significant 

events at the micro-level relate to macro-level structures in education. 

Key debates within current educational discourse focus on the contribution of education 

to the national and global economy and on the role of education as a force for social 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

          

         

         

         

         

            

             

           

 

         

             

            

            

            

            

         

         

            

            

        

         

         

             

         

           

         

          

         

           

           

          

2 Chapter 1: Introduction 

justice, minimizing the inequalities rife within society by promoting upward social 

mobility. Both key discourses are instrumentally driven, seeing individuals merely in 

terms of their potential contribution to or drain upon society. Such impoverished 

interpretations fail to see the individual as a person with complex, sometimes 

competing, needs and desires; with multiple strengths and weaknesses; and a range of 

personal and community ties. So, seeking a more human reading of my data, I was 

prompted to look elsewhere for a theoretical framework that would help me to render 

visible the insights concealed within the interviews and to establish their theoretical 

status. 

The ‘capability approach’ (CA) developed by economist, Amartya Sen (1999) 

supported a more convincing account of the students’ lives and the choices they make 

for this is a framework that recognizes that each person is unique and may make 

different choices to those made by others in similar circumstances. Thus, it is an 

appropriate tool for seeking meanings within complex data relating to the real world. 

The capability approach is a flexible, theoretical framework devised as an alternative to 

Utilitarian and Rights-based policy-making. Sen believes that rather than formulating 

policies that promote ideal outcomes, governments should empower people to make 

their own choices by providing a range of opportunities. He theorizes that choice is 

neither rational nor random, but bounded. Each individual has a ‘capability set’ of 

potentially realizable alternatives from which to select compatible options for 

implementation; a process Sen describes as turning capabilities into ‘functionings’. Sen 

places the attention on this process of choosing. His discourse of people selecting 

‘beings’ and ‘doings’ that matter to them individually focuses on the present, on the 

achievement of functionings that support a current satisfactory lifestyle rather than 

distant future attainments. Sen values human diversity and the freedom to choose for 

oneself, and believes that, collectively, different social groups should determine their 

own priorities; a liberal viewpoint that counteracts the instrumental nature of 

contemporary educational discourse. Sen also espouses feminist values, recognizing that 

women, particularly in the developing world, are disadvantaged at both societal and 

familial level. This feminist orientation was another reason for believing that it might be 

appropriate to consider aspects of the capability approach alongside my research 



                                                                                                                                 
 

 

           

      

 
 

  
 

             

        

          

         

             

          

             

            

            

            

          

          

       

           

          

          

              

            

         

           

         

           

           

        

            

           

             

          

 3 Chapter 1: Introduction 

evidence as my students are all women, and the options they choose to make, are 

bounded by traditional gender divisions within society. 

The research context 

An extensive literature search led me to believe that Elliot’s complaint (1999, p.7) that 

‘educational research has consistently failed to address the interests of students and 

staff’ still has currency, particularly in FE and particularly with reference to students. 

The contemporary gaze fixes on performance indicators, standards, costs and outcomes, 

and the degree to which education is viewed as a tool for social and economic 

improvement. Education is so closely defined as an adjunct of economic policy 

(Hodgson & Spours, 1999; Ball, 2008) that it is easy to forget that vocational training is 

only one possible reason for student enrolment and that very few educational ‘clients’ 

will see themselves as a form of ‘human capital’. Taking an overview, it appears that 

until recently, research and theory in the field of adult education, and indeed in 

education generally, tended to fit one of three categories. Work within the educational 

disciplines was customarily practice-based with a pedagogic focus, often aiming to 

improve localized practice through individualized action research. Broader-based work 

within education was, and frequently is, concerned with the achievement of formalized, 

measures of attainment; and work within the related social science disciplines is 

commonly policy-based, shaping national provision and practices to serve the perceived 

needs of the state. Both the latter types normatively seek measurable outcomes of some 

sort and favour the use of survey and other quantitative techniques. However, alongside 

these quantitative surveys, there are a growing number of qualitative studies (for 

example, West, 1996; Merrill, 1999; Bloomer & Hodkinson, 2000) using life history or 

ethnographic strategies to study individuals’ attitude or motivation in detail (Crossan et 

al, 2003). The current thesis, like these studies, is constantly protective of the integrity 

of the individual stories being narrated and strives too, to analyse rather than merely 

describe the student experience, mindful of Atkinson & Delamont’s (2005, p.823) 

criticism that too often biographies are ‘just reproduced and celebrated’. It aims, too, to 

span the gap between in-depth narrative treatment and broader thematic analysis. It is a 

small-scale study but it does collect data from the larger cohort of 150 and, in 

interviewing over 30 students, seeks theoretical insights that may have broader validity.  



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

            

         

        

           

          

         

            

          

         

        

          

           

     

           

          

   

 

          

           

            

            

        

           

      

          

        

           

       

       

          

      

         

           

4 Chapter 1: Introduction 

In many respects, the research project harks back to earlier studies experimenting with 

ethnographic methods in specific contexts. For example, Mac an Ghaill’s (1988) work 

with young, black adolescents; Ball’s (1981), study of Beachside Comprehensive, 

Willis’ (1977) study of male teenagers Learning to Labour and Skegg’s (1997) female 

equivalent, Formations of Class and Gender. However, in engaging with a cohort of 

former students I acknowledge Nias’s project Primary Teachers Talking (1989) as the 

main source of inspiration. Certainly in seeking out the students’ views the research 

stands apart from the statistical overviews of adult and further education, for example, 

the surveys carried out by the Further Education Unit (FEU) (1979, 1987), Advisory 

Council for Adult and Continuing Education (ACACE) (1982), and, at irregular 

intervals by the National Institute for Adult and Continuing Education (NIACE) (eg: 

McGivney, 1990; Sargant et al, 1997); and annually since 1999 (eg: Aldridge & 

Tuckett, 2008, 2009). NIACE also published two statistical overviews (McGivney, 

2004, 2006) that update our knowledge of enrolment patterns and motivation; an area 

that has been exhaustively theorized, and that was effectively summarized by 

McGivney (1993a). 

In focusing on the students, the current research only incidentally reflects an 

institutional viewpoint unlike the spate of publications in FE, reporting on the effects of 

incorporation in 1992 (eg: Green & Lucas, 1999; Gray & Griffin, 2000; Smithers & 

Robinson, 2000; Cripps, 2002; Hyland & Merrill, 2003) or the more recent work funded 

through the ESRC Teaching and Learning Research Programme. The ESRC projects, as 

the name implies, had a pedagogic focus but interpreted this very broadly. The 

Transforming Learning Cultures in Further Education project (TLC) (2002-2005) 

includes Colley’s work on vocational ‘habitus’ that expressly discusses this in a 

childcare context (Colley et al, 2003, Colley, 2006). Like my own research, the TLC 

project found that ‘students legitimately want things that policy does not currently 

support’ (TLRP, 2005, Research Briefing 12). The associated extension project 

Learning in Community-based Further Education carried out in Scotland (2003-2005) 

was a qualitative study interested particularly in the relational aspects of learning 

cultures and, methodologically, in exploring collaborative interpretation of interview 

material (TLRP, 2007, Research Briefing 26; Gallacher et al, 2007). The later, Learning 

Lives project (2003-2007) took an explicitly biographical approach, focusing on the role 



                                                                                                                                 
 

 

             

         

          

              

         

       

          

           

             

   

 

       

        

          

            

          

              

         

            

            

           

         

              

             

       

       

             

          

        

           

             

        

   

 5 Chapter 1: Introduction 

of learning in the creation of personal identity and agency and demonstrating how an 

understanding of learning dispositions can support the creation of new learning 

strategies (TLRP, 2008, Research Briefing 51). Together these projects have refocused 

attention on learners in FE, building on the work on the learning careers of late 

adolescents conceptualized by Bloomer and Hodkinson (2000) and later extended to 

adults (eg: Gallacher, Crossan, Field & Merrill, 2002; Crossan, Field, Gallacher & 

Merrill, 2003) in research funded by the Scottish Executive Department of Enterprise 

and Lifelong Learning (1998-1999). Like these projects, the current study seeks to place 

learning in a broader personal context but not to use biographical analysis to inform 

individual learning practices. 

Earlier studies of women’s education, divide into those concerned with practicalities 

(eg: barriers to women’s participation, McGivney, 1993b; Coats, 1994); a number of 

historical studies of women’s education (eg: Bryant, 1979; Purvis, 1985, 1991) or of 

women in education (eg: Martin & Goodman, 2004; Hilton & Hirsch, 2000); writing 

from a theoretical feminist perspective (eg: Byrne, 1978; Thompson, 1997, 2007; Benn 

et al, 1998; and Mackinnon et al, 1998; see appendix 1a); and a small number of 

empirical studies (see appendix 1b). Of the latter category, McLaren (1985) studied a 

minority group - women enrolling in the mid-1970s at an adult residential college, 

Skeggs (1997) focused on young women enrolling on care courses in the 1980s, 

Belenky et al (1986) on how women’s ways of knowing differ from dominant 

malestream viewpoints, Edwards (1993) on how women returners separate or connect 

their personal and private lives, and Parr (2000) set out to study the continuing barriers 

to educational access in the early 1990s but largely refocused on the longer term 

personal traumas the women revealed. Merrill’s (1999) study was sociologically 

orientated, using a biographical approach to investigate how non-traditional students 

related to a middle class university environment. It also included a small number of men 

for comparative purposes. Apart from Skeggs’ work with younger women, none of 

these studies specifically considered vocational courses so they serve as useful 

comparative sources but do not impinge too closely on the chosen research focus. 

Collectively they leave a space for new empirical work and the creation of new 

theoretical understandings; certainly for an original synthesis of methodological, 

conceptual and practical ideas. 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

 
  

 
              

          

         

              

            

             

            

        

             

           

           

            

             

        

          

     

 

          

            

           

          

               

        

 

            

           

         

           

           

            

            

6 Chapter 1: Introduction 

The research process 

Aware of the existing work on motivation, the study initially set out to explore the 

‘hidden benefits’ of education but on encountering the large-scale Wider Benefits of 

Learning (WBL) project based at the London Institute of Education and Birkbeck 

College, I decided to broaden my focus to look in detail at the entire student experience, 

a decision that mirrored Elliot’s (1997, p.7) desire to ‘move the debate about what 

happens in [universities and] colleges closer to those the system is there to provide for’. 

Believing that there were original insights to be derived from an intensive, qualitative 

project where researcher and students together explored the expectations, practices and 

consequences of education, and that placing these within a historical context would 

‘illuminate the structures and taken for granted assumptions of the contemporary world’ 

(McCulloch & Richardson, 2000, pp.5-6), the thesis set out to explore the ‘private life’ 

of education (Trow, 1997); to step outside of the norms for current educational research 

to determine ‘What is the student experience in adult education?’ and to ascertain more 

specifically ‘What are the expectations, the practices, and the consequences?’. In 

answering those questions in depth it makes an original contribution to an 

understanding of the value of education.  

Taking this longitudinal stance together with a biographical approach towards student 

lives drew attention to the multiple purposes of education and its connection with time. 

A persistent theme throughout this thesis is that education has a reparative function 

(making good past deficits) and a prospective function (enabling future achievement) 

but also what I term a durative function (a significant role in balancing demands in the 

everyday present), an element that may often be overlooked. 

As the thesis progressed, a further shift of focus became imperative. I found it difficult 

to separate students’ views about education from their accounts of their own lives and 

families and their experiences in the workplace. In trying to isolate educational 

experiences I was failing to recognize the reality of the students’ lives. For them 

‘integration’ was a significant goal and their conversations were intricate accounts of 

multi-faceted lives. To make sense of their narratives I, too, needed to adopt a more-

rounded approach and accept that I was uncovering issues that related to the students 



                                                                                                                                 
 

 

          

          

            

          

            

           

   

 

            

           

               

             

            

        

             

            

             

           

           

        

             

        

             

           

       

 

              

             

            

           

             

  

 

 7 Chapter 1: Introduction 

themselves as individuals and within education, their families and the workplace, and 

sometimes to the college experience and to society in general. Consequently, this thesis 

is multi-layered, contributing to our knowledge of the lives of a specific group of 

women students, to our understanding of a strand of further and adult education, but 

also offering insights into wider society and the processes of social change. Within the 

thesis these three areas are interlinked and attention moves naturally between and across 

the different foci. 

The research process itself was also a complex affair. At times the experience was 

essentially heuristic and conjectural, lacking the certainties of a more structured design. 

When the next step was unclear the researcher had to find the confidence to trust the 

experimental nature of the process, be prepared to try new ways of working, and believe 

that solutions would be found. This uncertainty can be quite challenging but also very 

stimulating, unleashing a creative tension that heightens sensitivity, making it possible 

to hear and project the student voice more clearly, and assisting in the process of 

‘making the familiar strange’. As the research progressed and I began to develop a set 

of insights that were not as expected, I needed to reconsider continually the fit between 

methods and approaches. This was an iterative process that sought to maintain a balance 

between data collection and conceptualization, and that required ongoing recourse to the 

methodological and theoretical literature, considerably broadening my knowledge base 

in these areas and leading eventually to the selection of an idiosyncratic but effective 

range of research methods. Despite the continual adjustments, a retrospective account 

neatly summarizing the stages can be imposed upon the activity and is done so below. 

However, the reader should be mindful that such an outline masks the emotional turmoil 

and sheer hard work that characterized the lived reality. 

The first stage was to identify the key debates within education and to understand their 

origins. I read a wide range of historical and contemporary accounts of education in 

order to achieve this aim, and wrote extensive documents from which, later, to create a 

context for the research. This process also served to support the development of 

expertise in the field over and above the pedagogic knowledge associated with the role 

of educational practitioner. 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

          

         

              

        

            

             

          

            

             

    

 

               

             

           

           

         

          

          

         

           

            

       

         

 

 

          

            

          

             

            

            

        

            

8 Chapter 1: Introduction 

Secondly, I considered a range of methodological approaches, exploring the nuances of 

qualitative research, embracing and later rejecting aspects of postmodernism, and 

effectively making good the gaps in the my knowledge as much had happened since my 

undergraduate days. Freely investigating my own ontological and epistemological 

beliefs, I developed the confidence to set aside any single conventional approach and to 

select the methods and tools that best fitted my purposes. That I eventually adopted 

Robsons’ contemporary framework for ‘real world research’ was the logical conclusion 

from the journey undertaken rather than a short cut to an acceptable approach. Indeed 

one of the strengths of the thesis derives from the emergent framework that allows the 

data to shape the analysis. 

Next, I contacted the students - a potential 170 - by questionnaire, in order to collect 

personal data. This was to be analysed to supply background detail and to define a 

cohort from which to select a representative sample. Requesting individual interviews I 

drew up a list of prompts, initially intending to use a semi-structured approach. Aware 

of the need to move from ‘information-giving’ tutor to ‘information-receiving’ 

interviewer, I rapidly adopted an informal conversational approach when I found the 

students were prepared to talk freely. An initial transcription demonstrated the 

importance of carefully monitoring and recording the hesitations, juxtapositions and 

contradictions that alerted me to students’ hidden beliefs; views that they were not 

consciously aware of at times, until challenged. I learnt to listen closely and seek 

immediate clarification of dissonant utterances, drawing confidence for this approach 

from Hollway & Jefferson’s (2000) explanation of the free-association narrative method 

of interviewing. 

The task of transcription was undertaken alongside interviewing with the intention to 

proceed in parallel. This was a major commitment resulting in five hundred pages of 

closely spaced 12-point text. Once I had recognized the importance of free-association 

interviewing techniques, I needed a means of making visible the nuances in the text, 

finding a solution in the coding conventions of conversation analysis, at least for those 

areas of text where it was necessary to draw attention to emphases, inconsistencies and 

understated meanings; or indeed to demonstrate why, sometimes, the interviewer 

stepped into a breach and offered the interviewee an alternative interpretation of events. 



                                                                                                                                 
 

 

              

            

             

         

          

   

 

            

        

         

              

         

       

          

           

 

 

           

          

        

            

           

              

           

       

            

        

        

       

         

           

                                                
       

      

 9 Chapter 1: Introduction 

The decision to transcribe the interviews in full was an important one for it later 

facilitated interpretations that might have been lost had I merely focused on material 

relating to education. For example, early in the analysis stage I began to draw out a 

series of student typologies and these were holistically derived, demanding my 

attention, and prompted by biographical details as much as students’ contemporary 

appraisals of adult education. 

To analyse the data thematically I chose to write extensive chapters on the 

organizational themes of expectations, practices and consequences, developing the 

arguments and analyses alongside an exhaustive collection of relevant evidence. This 

was an unwieldy approach but it did enable me to establish saturation and to keep 

thematic evidence within the context of individual narratives, preventing the 

‘fragmentation’ of data sometimes attributed to grounded analysis (Conrad, 1990, 

Riessman, 1990; both in Charmaz, 2000). Later, it was relatively simple to précis the 

findings, develop the arguments and restructure chapters to achieve a better consistency 

of approach. 

Attempting to interpret the findings I revisited the literature in search of theoretical 

frameworks, considering first those used in the earlier studies on women’s education 

before finally discarding instrumental/expressive distinctions1 as too dated; structural 

theories (Bowles & Gintis, 1976; Hooper & Osborne, 1975; both in Pascall & Cox, 

1993) as too generalized and too negative; and the capitals framework (Schuller, Bynner 

& Feinstein, 2004) as too instrumental. I found a better fit for my own research 

findings within the capability approach defined by Sen (eg: 1985a, 1985b, 1987, 1992, 

1993, 1995, 1999, 2009) modified by Nussbaum (1995a, 1995b, 2000) sometimes in 

association with Sen (Nussbaum & Sen, 1993, and in Nussbaum & Glover, 1995) and 

applied to higher education by Walker (2005, 2006a, 2006b, 2007a, 2007b; & 

Unterhalter, 2007), Unterhalter (2003a; & Walker, 2007) and Watts (2006) among 

others. Considering additional theories relating to Sen’s conceptualization (adaptive 

preference, cognitive dissonance, social capital, and agency), I recognized that the 

analyses I had developed independently could be reinterpreted in terms of the capability 

1 Bernstein’s analysis of attitudes to schooling, using instrumental and expressive axes, served a useful 
classificatory role later, however (see chapter 9). 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

       

           

          

          

          

            

           

         

              

             

             

           

          

 

          

 
 

  
 

          

           

             

          

       

           

          

           

      

 

            

 

           

           

         

10 Chapter 1: Introduction 

approach, particularly in terms of defining the students’ ‘capability set’. Indeed, the 

notion of ‘integrated lives’ exemplifies the student practice of choosing from the range 

of possibilities, those options that further the construction of stable and fulfilling 

lifestyles. At a macro-level, government policy may be to fund and otherwise support 

childcare training courses in order to professionalize the workforce and to increase 

childcare provision; but at the micro-level, the women are taking up these opportunities 

in order to satisfy their personal needs; for better confidence and self-esteem, 

educational and occupational achievement, and some financial reward in a package that 

allows them to keep children and the family at the centre of their lives. The links 

between theory and practice are extensively discussed towards the end of the thesis and 

the research findings are considered in relation to the key debates operating at the 

macro-level but these are found to be inappropriately divisive and insufficient structures 

for this research, for its conclusions are more holistically derived. 

Thus, overall, this thesis is presented in ten parts including this introductory chapter. 

The thesis structure 

The thesis follows the conventional pattern of introduction, contextualization through a 

literature review, and exposition of the methodology and methods used. Four chapters 

present the findings: the first of these discusses the generalizability of the sample and 

describes typologies derived holistically from the data, a further three examine the 

themes of expectations, practices and consequences. Two theoretical chapters follow, 

one discussing the findings in relation to pre-existing theory, a second suggesting how 

the findings contribute to theoretical development. Finally the importance of the 

findings and recommendations for future research are discussed in a concluding chapter. 

This structure is outlined in more detail below. 

Chapter 1 serves to orientate the thesis and to signpost the research processes.  

Chapter 2 replaces a formal literature review. In recognition of the diversity and 

complexity of an interdisciplinary project, the chapter focuses on the key educational 

debates at national and international levels. Rather than summarize the numerous 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

          

          

           

         

        

               

         

           

           

           

           

               

           

         

 

             

         

           

         

             

           

            

          

      

          

         

          

         

 

          

              

        

          

11 Chapter 1: Introduction 

publications that could have relevance, it aims to contextualize the research findings and 

draws attention to the alignment of education with economic prosperity and the 

consequent rise of vocationalism. The chapter also reports on the failure of governments 

to take responsibility for funding adult education despite powerful transnational 

economic and social justice agendas. It describes the dominant managerial discourse; 

and recounts the argument that education is a form of social control, in general and in 

relation to women. Challenges to these perspectives derive from grass roots practices 

and these, too, are briefly mentioned. The chapter comments upon ‘path dependency’ 

and the marginalization of adult education and outlines the concerns about the 

‘dangerous rise of a therapeutic culture’. Chapter 2 also discusses the findings from 

large-scale projects seeking to measure outcomes. The overall conclusion is that the 

views of the learner are frequently forgotten in the race to measure his/her value to the 

economy, to recast him/her as a bundle of skills and competencies, and to mould his/her 

behaviour and outlook to those valued by the state. 

Chapter 3 describes the research process, and its claim to be ‘real world research’ with 

an emergent methodological design using a mixed-methods approach. The discussion 

seeks to justify the selection and rejection of specific ‘tactics’, drawing attention to 

problems encountered and overcome. The chapter addresses, in depth, the issues 

centrally important to this project. It lists the strategies used to become familiar with a 

wide range of literature and considers the ethical considerations concomitant with a 

biographical approach that is also a study of one’s own students. It outlines the nature of 

the study population and the sampling strategy used, and reports the data collection 

process using background questionnaires and free-association interviewing techniques. 

Chapter 3 explains how conversation analysis was adopted to illuminate meaning in the 

interview transcripts; discusses methods of data verification; and describes the centrality 

of writing in the research process. Additionally it outlines the conceptual frameworks 

particularly relevant to data interpretation, the ‘capability approach’ and ‘social capital’. 

Chapter 4 considers the issue of generalizability, setting the characteristics of the 

sample in the context of the larger cohort of students and the broader contexts of FE and 

childcare work. A range of simple statistical comparisons reveals striking parallels 

between sample and population, and congruence with national labour force data, 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

           

        

         

        

        

          

          

             

            

            

       

 

              

       

          

            

          

 

           

           

           

             

           

            

             

            

                

    

 

             

           

            

         

12 Chapter 1: Introduction 

suggesting that the views of the interviewed students may have a greater external 

validity than initially anticipated. Certainly, the homogeneity of work-related, 

educational and personal indicators supports the notion that these three facets are 

indelibly intertwined for this group of students. Chapter 4 also describes and 

exemplifies the occupational and attitudinal typologies derived holistically from the 

interviews, beginning the process of data analysis by identifying patterns that occur 

within individual biographies and become evident when these life stories are compared 

and grouped. Given the complexity of the material it was gratifying to find certain 

patterns of behaviour and outcome emerging naturally within the data. Like Sen (1992, 

p.1) I value the ‘existence of pervasive human diversity’ but sometimes need to favour 

the ‘pragmatic “low” ground of the need for simplification’. 

In contrast to chapter 4, chapters 5, 6 and 7 seek patterns across the data, sifting the 

material under the respective headings of expectations, practices and consequences. 

Evidence reported in these chapters is subdivided into the core categories of personal, 

familial, vocational and educational to make it easier to locate findings that later support 

the identification of ‘integrated lives’ as an amalgam of these categories. 

Chapter 5 addresses the students’ expectations of adult education deriving from prior 

experience in the compulsory sector and embedded family values; and how, when these 

had been negative or oppressive, students were apprehensive of returning to study. It 

looks at attitudes to work and study and finds that many drift into childcare because 

there is an established pathway (from mother, to volunteer, to worker) and because they 

value status, convenience and the opportunity to make good the gaps in their earlier 

education over vocational gains and the prospect of higher rates of pay. In effect, the 

students value their own goals - especially being available to nurture their own children 

- over the instrumental goals of the state and demonstrate a sense of agency in the ways 

that they achieve these goals. 

Chapter 6 describes educational practices - within and outside of college - and reports 

on the ways that the students cope with their studies, finding that for many, the 

boundaries between family, education and work are very blurred; that the students are 

continually prioritizing their needs; and that education invariably occupies the spaces 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

         

              

           

       

         

          

 

          

           

         

           

        

           

             

           

         

          

        

 

               

            

        

               

              

         

          

        

       

  

            

           

          

13 Chapter 1: Introduction 

remaining after other commitments have been met. Thus education is simultaneously 

both a marginalized and a luxury activity. The chapter also discusses how many of the 

students accept, even enjoy, this ‘chaotic’ or ‘flexible’ approach and find the initiatives 

to professionalize childcare too demanding. Additionally, the chapter addresses student 

attitudes to teaching style and assessment, finding these dependent upon prior 

experience and ability but also an unexpected retrospective acceptance of prescriptive 

criteria. 

Chapter 7 reports the students’ views of the consequences of educational involvement, 

accepting their own assessment of the outcomes but also interpreting general comments 

that illuminate the changes that occur. Vocational outcomes are significant for some 

students but by no means dominate the findings and the most commonly claimed 

consequence is that of increased personal confidence. Social consequences and the 

benefits to wider society are described but a more extensive discussion of ‘social 

capital’ is reserved for chapter 8, which draws upon evidence from all the substantive 

chapters. As chapter 7 is the last of the four chapters dedicated to describing and 

analysing empirical findings, space is devoted to cross interview data supporting the 

thesis of ‘integrated lives’; exemplifying the ways in which students draw upon their 

experiences throughout the life course to extend their ‘functionings’. 

Chapters 8 and 9 address the links to existing theory and literature. In carrying out this 

research I followed my stated intention of focusing on the student experience and of 

valuing this above methodological or theoretical considerations, so it seems appropriate 

to make the theoretical links towards the end of the thesis as they were at all times 

supportive rather than directive of the endeavour. Indeed, for me as researcher, it is the 

final unforced coming together of methods, findings and theory that justifies the 

insecurity inherent in, and the scale of activity embedded within, the investigative 

process. The personal satisfaction, from knowing that the conclusions are valid, 

coherent and unpremeditated outcomes of the research, is immense. 

Chapter 8 focuses on the students’ management of their everyday lives and describes 

and analyses the findings in terms of a triple triangle supporting integrated lives, 

demonstrating how family, workplace and education form a reciprocal structure that 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

           

        

            

          

          

         

            

              

           

           

           

            

            

     

 

             

         

           

         

            

         

           

             

    

 

            

         

               

           

         

             

           

        

14 Chapter 1: Introduction 

allows the students to create and maintain stasis in a constantly changing and gendered 

world. It finds the concepts of greedy institutions, cognitive dissonance, transition and 

social capital useful explanatory tools but not the framework of adaptive preference. On 

reassessing the ‘integrated lives’ triangle as a collective capability set for childcare 

workers, the occupational typologies are recast as a range of potential functionings, an 

attribution that suggests additional links between the research findings and the 

capability approach. In the chapter I suggest that women manage the pace of their lives 

to bring it into line with the maturation of their children, creating a slowly shifting 

present that is threatened by the introduction of policies to professionalize the 

workforce. I consider too the stability of the early years setting, revealing how the 

integrated lives triangle has a collective application as voluntary settings rely on the 

commitment of individual staff and managers and this is threatened by challenges that 

affect multiple facets of individuals’ lives; changes to more than one corner of the 

family, workplace, education triangle. 

In chapter 9, reflecting further on the implication for education of a division into 

reparative, durative and prospective functions, I return to earlier discussions of ‘time’; 

demonstrating how themes that repeatedly occur within the life-course narratives can be 

utilized to operationalize the capability approach. These capability indicators can be 

used to create capability chains that, in summarizing the development of capability over 

the life-course, allow an element of comparison between individuals. The attitudinal 

typologies are reconstructed as indicators of agency, making visible the role of 

individual will in the mediation of outcomes, and suggesting a means of capturing the 

conversion from capability to functioning. 

Chapter 10 considers the broader significance of the study and its original contribution 

to knowledge, beyond the adoption of an individualized methodological approach. It 

identifies how, at a basic level, the research gives a voice to a group of women rarely 

heard within society and describes their experiences of the expectations, practices and 

consequences of educational involvement; setting this discussion in a gendered context. 

It reiterates at an intermediary level how the findings relate to the capability approach; 

and at a higher level, brings the different theoretical strands together to explore the 

mechanisms of stasis and change within society. 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

          

      

           

           

        

              

            

             

       

 

          

              

            

          

           

          

           

              

             

      

15 Chapter 1: Introduction 

Finding the core debates from chapter 2 only marginally relevant (the liberal/vocational 

divide; lifelong learning/education; the oppressive/emancipative construction of 

childcare training; and the humanist/therapeutic cultural traditions), it is claimed that the 

students relate their own practices to higher order values often perceiving macro-level 

structures as constraints to avoid. These findings support a government commitment to 

choice at policy level and a more ecological approach to change that takes account of 

the unplanned benefits to local communities and the wider society that may otherwise 

be lost. Finally, a number of ideas to extend the research are suggested, some 

comparative, some extensions to the project reported here. 

Disclaimer 

This study is about adult education not about childcare. Although many of the 

participants drifted into childcare work, it is notable that they have chosen to study, not 

to remain part of the ‘largely unqualified army’ of childminders and playgroup staff 

criticized by those championing sectoral reform (Hervey & Curtis, 1996, p.212; in 

Pugh, 1998, p.12). Inevitably, the women reflect on the nature of provision, and 

comments relating to ‘professionalization’ should be viewed in the context of this 

reform agenda and its managerialist manifestations. However, I make no attempt to 

create a realistic and balanced account of early childhood services. In making a case for 

choice in education, this thesis is concerned with the adult perspective: the case for 

better quality childcare belongs to a different debate.  



 

 

 
 

    

 
             

         

          

            

          

            

           

          

         

          

           

            

   

 

         

          

           

             

         

              

              

        

        

        

      

            

                

            

            

Chapter 2 

KEY DEBATES WITHIN THE EDUCATIONAL 
LITERATURE 

The Diploma course occupies a liminal space at the overlap of the boundaries of adult, 

further, women’s and vocational (childcare) education so this research is unusual in 

drawing together threads from a range of educational specialisms. There was no single 

body of underpinning literature; readings had to be chosen from a much broader context 

and judgements made about relevance and significance, and the positioning of the 

research within the more general body of literature relating to educational trends and 

policy. Rather than seeking a comprehensive coverage of each field, the task of the 

literature search became one of understanding the historical context, identifying relevant 

research projects, recognizing the key debates, and determining the significant academic 

voices contributing to these debates; the establishment of what matters within the 

complex accounts of what is. Within such an approach, my aspiration was to move from 

a position of experienced practitioner to that of expert-in-the-field able to assess and 

interpret future possible findings. 

Peer review and production processes inevitably make the published literature slightly 

dated and manuscripts screened for suitability for an academic audience and for longer 

term significance often lacked a sense of immediacy. Additionally, any overview drawn 

purely from academic accounts tended to report matters from the lecturer rather than the 

student perspective. To counteract these tendencies, I turned to the educational press, 

scouring the educational supplements in early 2006 to build up a picture of education as 

it is; trying to set aside the sensational and select the issues of continuing concern, those 

with significant levels of academic support. The commentaries in the educational press 

(particularly the Times Higher Educational (Supplement), THE(S) and the Times 

Educational Supplement, TES) indicated a degree of dysfunction within contemporary 

British education, with recurrent concerns about standards and standardization, 

cheating, and a loss of liberal values (see appendix 2a). Even allowing for exaggeration 

by the media, it was clear that the prevalent educational climate was not to the liking of 

many of those directly involved in the process, the teachers and lecturers, the students 

or their parents, but that academics failed to challenge these concerns in an orchestrated 



                                                                                                                                    
 

 

         

           

            

          

         

           

      

 

           

          

            

            

              

          

           

          

             

          

              

        

 
 

  
 

             

           

           

            

             

          

        

             

          

          

17 Chapter 2: Key debates 

and effective fashion. This media overview raised the question ‘whose needs should 

education serve?’, one stated more elegantly as ‘what is the purpose of education?’, and 

one that I determined to address from the student perspective since students are the only 

constant participants in a definition of education that embraces blended learning 

(Salmon & Lawless, 2006), autodidactism (Tough, 1979; Sargant 1990), communities 

of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) increasingly informal in structure (DIUS, 2009), in 

addition to traditional face-to-face methods of delivery. 

A big question like purpose falls within Sacks’ (1989, in Chase, 2005) definition of 

sociological questions, those that encourage an interviewee to answer in generalities, so 

is too large a framework for a small-scale empirical study. However, philosopher Nell 

Noddings (1998, p.4) believes that although such a central question will never be finally 

answered, it should be continually debated to make ‘education as good as it can be’. 

This viewpoint justified the choice of purpose as a suitable framework for a literature 

review as, here, the aim is to compare, contrast and synthesize published material rather 

than to procure empirical evidence. Thus this chapter addresses the question ‘what are 

the purposes of education’ as I think plurality is inevitable in current British society and 

uses the sub-frame of expectations, practices and consequences to structure the debate; a 

framing that is later used to report the empirical findings which seek an answer to the 

more focused area of the students’ experience of education. 

THE PURPOSES OF EDUCATION 

In the preface to a book commissioned to provide a ‘critical but not simplistic’ analysis 

of contemporary policy (Hill, in Ball, 2008, p.xii), a key academic makes two important 

claims: firstly that ‘within policy, education is now regarded primarily from an 

economic point of view’ and secondly that ‘education policy is now almost entirely 

subsumed within an overall strategy of public services reform’ (Ball, 2008, pp. 11 & 

101). Ball (ibid, p.1) also clearly states that ‘the “path dependency” of individual 

nation-state education systems’ affects function and it is this contextual understanding 

that I seek as I look for the key debates and issues within the British system, addressing 

the primary position of education as a tool for economic development under 

expectations; policy reform and effects under practices; path dependency whenever it 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

          

          

     

 
 

 
 

             

           

              

           

      

             

           

           

           

         

              

       

        

   

 

          

          

             

         

          

       

        

          

             

          

         

         

18 Chapter 2: Key debates 

arises; and looking at contemporary empirical studies, especially the Wider Benefits of 

Learning (WBL) project and the debate about the ‘therapeutic culture’ (Furedi, 2004; 

Ecclestone & Hayes, 2009), under consequences. 

Educational expectations 

The current commonly held conception of lifelong learning is that it is a policy essential 

for competitiveness in the worldwide market. Thus, the prime official expectation for 

adult education is that it is a means of developing the workforce, of improving industrial 

inputs. In a global economy, nation states can no longer manipulate the market by 

artificially controlling supply and demand, however, the workforce, now designated 

‘human capital’, is a factor that can be influenced. A simple reductionist view is that 

improvements in the workforce lead directly to improvements in the economy, or 

obversely, ‘any country’s prosperity depends above all else on the skills, knowledge and 

inventiveness of its people’ (Brown, Blunkett & Harman, 1996; in Hodgson & Spours 

1999, p.7). Similar beliefs were embedded in Conservative Party policy; made manifest 

in the commodification of education (now a good with value in a market economy), in 

policies favouring privatization (local management of schools, incorporation of 

colleges, training credits), and credentialism (often through National Vocational 

Qualifications, NVQs) (Hodgson & Spours, 1999, p.11). 

There is no simple direct link between education and economic improvement, however. 

Carrying out research into self-directed learning in Ontario, Canada, Livingstone (2002, 

p.65) found there to be an ‘almost universal general perception that more education is a 

fundamental imperative for adults in contemporary society’. Using an analysis of 

(Canadian) national survey findings (Lowe, 1992) and a series of biennial local surveys 

(Livingstone, Hart & Davie, 1987-1997) Livingstone demonstrated that both 

underemployed graduates and underqualified school drop-outs, people at either end of 

the employment spectrum, understood that ‘employers are upping the ante for job entry’ 

(Livingstone, 2002, p.68). Talking of ‘a quantum leap in advocacy for lifelong learning 

in most advanced capitalist societies’ since the 1970s (ibid, p.50), he found that 

increasingly people were spending more time acquiring knowledge. Whilst accepting 

that post-industrial society requires a more highly qualified workforce capable of 



                                                                                                                                    
 

 

         

              

            

              

             

           

            

       

    

 

            

        

         

       

           

          

          

          

          

            

           

           

              

           

          

           

           

            

          

           

        

        

          

19 Chapter 2: Key debates 

critical thought and creativity, Livingstone began to question the prevailing orthodoxy 

that people needed to intensify their study in order to keep up with developments within 

society. He found that many people were actually overqualified for the jobs that they 

did, or sought to do, but that the failure to find work at an appropriate level motivated 

them to undertake further training in the hope of improving their chances of higher-level 

work. People were in fact underemployed rather than underskilled, the real problem 

related to employment patterns, the ‘relative withering of good jobs with decent pay’ 

raising threshold levels of qualification (Livingstone, 2002, p.50), a process elsewhere 

termed credential inflation. 

To Frank Coffield, the concept of underemployment was politically charged, a means of 

rescripting the country’s economic problems. He explained how ‘upskilling’, the 

corollary of underemployment has another ‘attraction’ for politicians as it ‘converts 

deep-seated economic problems into short-lived educational projects’ (Coffield, 2002, 

p.183), giving an ‘illusion of control and of managerial solutions’ (Hodkinson et al, 

1996, p.138; in Coffield 2002, p.183). Coffield asserted that the government desire for 

educational institutions to adopt a business model of organization is seriously flawed 

and pointed out their inconsistency in recommending a voluntary framework for 

industry (Department for Trade & Industry, DTI, 1998; in Coffield, 2002) when 

‘legislation upon legislation and a punitive form of regulation are deemed necessary to 

modernise education’ (Coffield, 2002, p.175). He explained how a ‘degraded version of 

human capital theory’ has focused government attention on the education of its 

workforce at the expense of other factors that ‘need to be reintroduced into the debate’ 

(ibid, p.176). One of Coffield’s criticisms here was the neglect of social capital (an issue 

now partly addressed, see under consequences). Coffield referred to work by Field and 

Schuller (Schuller & Burns, 1999; in Coffield, 2002) that investment in human capital 

was only effective if the social context was appropriate. He also pointed to research into 

human capital theory which found it did not ‘provide an adequate framework for 

understanding the relationship between education and the economy’ (Karabel & Halsey, 

1997, p.15; in Coffield, 2002, p.177) and described how it ‘diverted attention away 

from structural failures and injustices and blamed victims for their poverty’(ibid, p.177). 

Richard Edwards (1993, originally 1990) described employment in a post-Fordist 

society as a kind of economic Darwinism, survival of the most employable. Edwards 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

        

         

              

               

            

      

             

          

          

 

 

             

           

       

         

           

         

           

       

         

          

          

      

             

          

                                                
           

           
        

 
         

              

            
            

        
            

          

20 Chapter 2: Key debates 

referred to Gorz’s (1989) core-peripheral model1 anticipating limited employment 

opportunities, and considered the increase in open learning initiatives and widening 

access to be part of a deeper hidden political agenda. In appearing to remove barriers to 

training, and inculcating in those who failed to attain core jobs the belief that they did so 

because they had failed to acquire the necessary skills, attention was drawn away from 

the shortage of regular employment opportunities. Edwards (1993, p.184) considered 

such policies an ‘attempt to maintain discipline and order’ in the face of ‘uncertain 

change’. Field (2006, p.6) talks even more strongly of the ‘coercive discourse of 

training and development’ whereby support is withheld from those who refuse to 

upgrade their skills. 

These are cynical viewpoints and it is difficult to assess their validity beyond the 

possession of credibility. What can be established is the growing politicization of 

education from the mid-1970s originating in Callaghan’s (1976) Great Debate on 

vocational education; the existence of powerful right-wing influences on educational 

policy in the 80s and 90s; and, increasingly, a centralized control of educational 

purposes. The ‘back-to-basics’ campaign mounted through the infamous Black Papers2 

created pressure for educational reform and the introduction of a National Curriculum 

(Taylor, 1999), reducing teacher autonomy. Three influential reports 3 building on 

concerns for quality voiced in the Rumbold Report (DES, 1990) amongst others, 

channelled the reforming interest into the early years sector. The Kennedy Report 

(FEFC, 1997) into FE recommended a mixed economic and social agenda by 2005 and 

the Foster Review (DfES, 2005) was vocationally orientated recommending the sector 

to ‘do less’ and focus on skills, employability and access to higher education (HE). FE 

is increasingly subject to employer intervention through the Learning and Skills Council 

1 Gorz (1989) described a core-peripheral model that predicts that 25% of the population, the core, would 
be skilled workers; 25 % would be peripheral workers, unskilled and subject to employer demand; and 
the remaining 50% would be semi-employed or seasonal workers. 

2 The Black Papers were a series of conservative political booklets criticizing British educational 
practices, published between 1969 and 1977 (see Cox & Dyson, 1969, 1970,1971; Cox & Boyson, 
1975,1977). 

3 Learning to Succeed (1993), published by the Paul Hamlyn Foundation, at the behest of the National 
Commission on Education, itself set up by the British Association for the Advancement of Science, the 
Royal Society, the British Academy and the Royal Academy of Engineering; The Importance of Early 
Learning (1994), the ‘Start Right’ Report authored by Christopher Ball, published by the Royal Society 
of Arts; Counting to Five: Education of children under five, (1996) Audit Commission. 



                                                                                                                                    
 

 

          

           

         

            

         

          

              

            

            

           

             

           

      

     

            

       

         

           

         

             

         

         

           

          

            

         

 

            

           

              

         

         

             

21 Chapter 2: Key debates 

(LSC) restructured in 2001, and through initiatives like Train to Gain introduced in 

April 2006 as a consequence of the Leitch Report on skills (HM Treasury, 2006). In HE 

the Dearing Report (NCIHE, 1997) recommended the introduction of tuition fees and 

called for more work experience components in courses (met by the creation of 

foundation degrees), changing the culture within universities. Suggestions that, for 

example, future funding should be dependent upon graduate employment records (Gill, 

THE, 23 October 2008) revealed that the process of vocationalizing HE is by no means 

completed as did the establishment of the Department for Business, Innovation & Skills 

(2009). For a time, adult education, a fragmented and sectorized provision with an 

alternative caring ethos, once deemed ‘too resistant for incorporation’ (Jarvis & Griffin, 

2003, p.10) appeared to escape attention but in the early 21st century would appear to 

have been brought under state control through Draconian cuts in funding, despite 

repeated media protest (for example, Tuckett, NIACE, TES, 11.3.05, 13.5.05, 5.8.05; 

Gravatt, Association of Colleges, AOC, TES, 27.1.06). Ostensibly the cuts were 

explained by demographic changes, a need to transfer funding to provision for 16-19 

year-olds (Flint, TES, 10.6.05). However, the adoption of a rigid financing policy 

disabling localized decision-making and the restriction of priority spending to young 

people, basic skills, a first level 2 qualification, and entitlement to level 3 vocational 

training in priority sectors only (a condition later relaxed) (Forrester, TES, 1.7.05), 

implied political as well as economic control. Indeed the Fryer Report (1997) with its 

ten-point strategy for lifelong learning had already articulated how government could 

directly intervene to change the country’s learning culture. In 2008 separate funding 

streams were created but adult learning was directly linked to vocational objectives 

under the ‘adult-responsiveness’ banner, and money moved without notice from this 

stream, to Train to Gain by reclassifying students (Tuckett, 2009) and thence to HE 

(Lee, FE Focus, TES, 30.1.09); indicating a continuing failure to value adult education. 

What is also beyond question is the increasing dominance of vocational training over 

other more liberal forms of education. For example, Nash reported in March 2005 that 

only 7% of 600,000 adults enrolled on level 3 courses were taking A levels (TES, 

11.3.05); a statistic implying that the majority were undertaking some form of 

vocational qualification. However, despite the reality on the ground, college staff would 

appear to honour a more liberal view. The NIACE enquiry into adult education (2005) 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

              

           

         

          

           

              

         

         

            

        

            

        

              

          

   

 

            

           

         

        

           

         

          

              

          

          

         

          

           

         

              

           

    

22 Chapter 2: Key debates 

found the college management response to the question ‘what is FE for?’ to be at 

variance with the political agenda as 80% prioritized the development of individuals, 

23% favoured sustaining communities, and only 9% focused on supporting industry. 

However, the term ‘development of individuals’ was not clearly defined, so perhaps a 

liberal interpretation is misplaced. It is equally possible that people held ambivalent 

views: this has been the case, even at the macro-level, in the past. For example, the 

trend towards vocationalism in Britain is commonly traced to Callaghan’s Ruskin 

Speech of 1976 (Coles & McDonald, 1993; Hodgson & Spours, 1999; McKenzie, 2001; 

Chitty 2004), but coincidentally this is the same year that the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) described the ‘purpose’ 

of lifelong education in much broader terms: to support the ‘process of accomplishing 

personal, social and professional development throughout the lifespan’ (Dave, 1976, 

p.34); a more balanced definition that faces a stiff challenge in a world where the social 

purposes of education are subjected to ‘an increasing neglect or sidelining (other than in 

rhetoric)’ (Ball, 2008, p.11). 

Indeed, the cynical view is that the change in nomenclature from lifelong education to 

lifelong learning marks a significant change in government policy and masks an 

important political move whereby the government sheds financial responsibility for 

educating the workforce (Elliot, 1999). The argument, a semantic one, is clearly 

expounded by Griffin (2002). Education is something that can be provided so an 

education policy is something that a government can and should fund. Learning, 

however, is something that is attributed to individuals rather than externally controlled. 

Thus it is not amenable to state provision; governments can only be expected to suggest 

strategies that individuals may decide to follow. Thus by shifting from ‘policy’ to 

‘strategy’ governments can effectively displace their funding obligations. By creating a 

quasi-marketplace and offering the potential ‘learning consumer’ the equivalence of 

consumer protection in the guise of quality control guarantees, the government 

essentially leaves people free to choose to learn but without adequate support 

mechanisms this choice might not be viable. This shift typifies the neo-liberal welfare 

reform policy prevalent in Britain and certain other countries and is used to justify a 

lack of investment, even to disguise the ‘systematic dismantling’ of ‘state education 

systems’ (Griffin, 2002, p.124). 
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At a practical level, one questions how vocational expectations maintain dominance 

when educators so commonly hold other views. Funding mechanisms clearly control 

educational possibilities at the level of provision but we shall see, in the next section, 

how some of the associated restrictive practices are subverted or ameliorated within the 

college and the classroom.  

The lack of political opposition to the changes is less easy to understand but at a 

European level Alheit (2002) traces the growth of the ‘learning society’, scathingly 

described as an educational condensate by Ball (2008), to ‘a somewhat unusual alliance’ 

between two contradictory movements in European politics. On the one hand, a desire 

for social democratic reform envisages an ‘emancipatory opportunity for personal 

growth, especially for the working classes’ (Alheit, 2002, p.32). On the other, a 

capitalist drive to modernize the skills base of the workforce seeks to maintain Europe’s 

competitive edge against USA and worldwide markets. Politically and financially, it 

suited both social democrats and business interests to encourage workers to invest in 

themselves as learners and to recast ‘adult education’ as the ‘learning society’. 

Despite its subjugation to economic goals, the ‘overriding emphasis on policy making 

for economic competitiveness’ (Ball, 2008, p.11), adult learning is still deemed to play a 

significant role in ‘meeting the government’s agenda for social inclusion, community 

cohesion and citizenship’ (Sherlock, Adult Learning Inspectorate, ALI, TES, 27.5.05). 

This account serves to highlight the centrality of interest in education but can only 

engage with some of the contemporary expectations, holding their contradictory nature 

partly responsible for the pressure that is felt within an academic setting. On the one 

hand we have education applauded as the solution to economic and political problems 

and people encouraged to partake; on the other hand we see it held responsible for 

failure at both personal and societal levels. Additionally many practices in adult 

education arise from the liberal regimes dominant earlier in the twentieth century 

(particularly during the post-war reconstruction periods) and practitioners see the 

change to vocationalism as a drastic rejection of core values, particularly of the pursuit 

of ‘learning for its own sake’, a phrase that Usher, Bryant and Johnston (1997, p.11) 
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claim encapsulates middle class values.4 Competing liberal and radical values create an 

additional layer of ‘dis-ease’ within the sector. 

Educational practices 

In the previous section, I demonstrated that attitudes towards adult education are 

inconsistent and, here, we shall see that provision, too, is fragmented and diverse. 

Indeed, adult education has been described as ‘not one field of practice, but many’ 

(Jarvis, 1995, p.260) and as ‘broad, fractured and amorphous’ (Tight, 2002, p.3). Even 

the precise meaning of the term has been widely contested (see Harrison, 1961; Lowe, 

1970; Lawson, 1975; Mee & Wiltshire, 1978; Legge, 1982) as has the specialist term 

‘andragogy’ (see Davenport 1993; Jarvis, 1995); and a number of studies focus on 

classifying the different types (Harrison, 1961; Coombs & Ahmed, 1974; Legge, 1982; 

Martin, 1993, 1999; Foley, 2004). Never compulsory, adult education arises from a long 

tradition of voluntary, philanthropic, and radical grass roots movements, religious or 

secular (Kelly, 1992; Fieldhouse and Associates, 1996), and these origins are often 

visible in the different continuing traditions. The relative merits of liberal, radical and 

vocational objectives are still hotly debated even though the latter category currently 

dominates. This diversity is at once both strength and weakness. Localized educational 

organizations are able to respond flexibly to users’ needs. Conversely, diversity of 

approach and separate identities make the sector vulnerable. Funding mechanisms can 

be used to undermine or strengthen different strands, to the detriment of all adult 

students as this reduces choice, and when challenged the sector cannot respond with a 

single unified voice. Much adult educational provision has remained localized and 

marginalized in terms of hours (evening classes), locations (in community rooms and 

educational establishments when the core students are off site), and more importantly in 

terms of political power. The predominance of women in adult education both created 

and promoted this trend. 

4 Initially, I too subscribed to the view that liberal values mattered most. However, a historical 
perspective highlights the difficulties faced by radical educators, and undermines such a simplistic 
viewpoint. It is not possible to adequately address this history or trace its course within the scope of the 
existing thesis but I did research the chronology of adult education early in the research process, writing a 
16,000-word overview, to ensure a fuller personal understanding. This task led me to support an 
integrated approach to education and the provision of a full range of options from which students can 
make choices. 



                                                                                                                                    
 

 

         

        

         

       

             

           

           

          

          

            

          

            

            

         

    

 

            

           

            

           

          

         

           

            

       

             

           

          

          

      

        

          

              

25 Chapter 2: Key debates 

Within compulsory education too, education served varied purposes and there is 

evidence of recurrent reinstatement of historical divisions into grammar, technical and 

modern (loosely liberal, vocational and basic) education. Plans for tripartite division 

were recommended by the Taunton Commission, 1867 (Skilbeck, Connell, Lowe & 

Tait, 1994) reiterated in the 1944 Butler Education Act, and reappeared in the 1996 

Dearing Review as academic, applied and vocational routes (Smithers, 2000) and yet 

these differing pathways are attributed to Plato’s division of society into rulers, 

auxiliaries and other workers (Lea et al, 2003), a partition that firmly embeds notions of 

class and economic distinction, and in modern society allows continuing social 

exclusion. This is a path dependency currently challenged by the move to introduce the 

mixed Diplomas at upper secondary levels. In the adult sector, the advent of blended 

learning (Salmon & Lawless, 2006) a flexible mix of face-to-face and distance learning 

approaches, may also help to break down distinctions based on habit and tradition rather 

than useful in themselves. ‘Learning technologies are progressively making the 

timeworn demarcations meaningless’ (Sherlock, 2008, p.v). 

We saw in the previous section the dominance of globalization as a political concept 

and across education there are moves to standardize practice. Within HE new initiatives 

are often developed in consultation with the sector leading to a degree of acceptance, 

and some control of the timescales and changes. For instance the Burgess Review of 

degree classifications (Burgess, 2007) and the Bologna Process to standardize university 

qualification across the European Union (see the Stocktaking Report, Rauhvargers, 

Deane & Pauwels, 2009) have created little dissent. Conversely, the removal of funding 

for Early and Lower Qualifications led to protests and a national petition, but was 

implemented nonetheless from September 2008 demonstrating a governmental intention 

‘to keep workers in the estate to which their employers have called them’ (Wolf, 2009). 

Within FE and adult learning, the process is similarly detached; recommendations are 

published and disseminated at regional level and implementation expected. A brief 

review of relevant policy documents reveals their importance in steering practice. For 

example, in Beyond Rhetoric, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 

Development’s study of lifelong learning (Learning and Skills Development Agency, 

LSDA, 2003, Policy Briefing Paper 30), the OECD signalled the need to study the 

benefits of education, to motivate the less educated to train and to interest employers in 
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promoting this goal, claimed a need for new standards of training and professional 

updating for teaching staff, a focus on basic skills and ICT and a coherent adult 

education policy - all recommendations influencing UK policy. In similar vein the 

OECD report Promoting Adult Learning, (LSDA, 2004, Policy Briefing Paper 38) 

covered improving financing, delivery, quality control and policy coherence, especially 

with regard to skills and recommended the establishment of personal learning coaches, 

service networks, one-stop centres, second-chance programmes and intergenerational 

learning – ideas that are all visible on the ground. It also put early years education at the 

start of lifelong learning practices, a prominence evident in the Sure Start initiative 

(1999, see www.surestart.gov.uk), the Ten Year Strategy for Childcare (DfES, 2004) 

and the revision of the Early Years Foundation Stage (DfES, 2007). 

In addition to the framing practices above, education is increasingly subjected to micro-

practices originating in different cultural traditions, particularly from business and 

management studies. The cults of efficiency and privatization have together led to the 

imposition of performance measurement and competition between providers, together 

increasing pressure on students, staff and institutions to demonstrate the ‘three Es -

economy, efficiency and effectiveness’ (Hughes & Lewis, 1998). Within the business 

sector performance measurement grew out of a realization that focusing purely on 

financial evidence of success often undercut strategies to improve customer service. 

Recognizing that ‘what gets measured gets attention’ (Eccles, 1995, p.5) business 

organizations sought ways of attributing numeric values to other factors to incorporate 

them into the decision-making process. Thus, ironically, in terms of business, 

performance management represented a broadening of perspectives beyond simplistic 

computation of expenditure, profits and loss. However, in its application to education it 

is predominantly restrictive not expansionary, and it can be argued that the translation 

of educational concerns into input and output measures is inappropriate, possibly 

ineffective. Indeed British academic, Frank Furedi, and Harvard colleague, Derek Bok, 

did exactly this (THES, 9.12.05, 27.1.06). However, research commissioned by the 

LSDA (Simpson and Perry, in Perry 2006) to see how the ‘audit culture, as it is known’ 

has ‘impacted on performance and provision’ reported ‘widespread confidence that the 

information we’re collecting is useful and leads to action’. 

http://www.surestart.gov.uk)


                                                                                                                                    
 

 

        

        

              

           

            

          

            

            

           

          

          

            

            

           

            

        

           

         

           

   

 

         

          

            

             

       

         

          

           

          

           

          

        

27 Chapter 2: Key debates 

Talking about universities in this instance, Trowler (2003, p.85) expressed concern that 

‘systematized processes and managerialism’ have led to ‘increased instrumentalism on 

the part of staff and students and an overall decline in the quality of higher education’ 

and attributed similar views to Ritzer (1996) and Jary and Parker (1995). Such practices 

do not fit comfortably with adult education, long identified by its humanist traditions 

(Carl Rogers, 1993) and its dedication to facilitative approaches and self-actualization 

(Knowles, Holton & Swanson, 1998). Carl Rogers stressed that the focus must be on the 

learning experience of the students not the role of the teacher and that behavioural 

objectives which attempt to predetermine what the students will learn need be replaced 

by experiential learning statements – descriptions of the activities in which the students 

will participate. That modern educational practices expound both the focus on learning 

rather than teaching and an insistence on behavioural objectives reveals a lack of 

understanding of processes on the part of the teacher training establishments: ‘it would 

be impossible for a facilitator to set behavioural objectives for any learning experience 

that may be created’ (Jarvis, 1995, p.113). However, it may be the students themselves 

who subvert the educational process. Alan Rogers (1996, p.171) claims that ‘many 

student-learners will object to the teacher who abandons the traditional role of instructor 

and expert’. Some theorists, for example, Ausubel, Novak and Hanesian (1978, p.547), 

also believe such ‘didactic exposition’ is the only feasible and efficient method of 

transmitting large bodies of knowledge. 

The accountability agenda also undermines the professional autonomy of teaching staff, 

challenging some practices, and creating a ‘discourse of derision’ (Ball, 1990, p.31). It 

requires a great deal of data collection and paperwork as colleges and other public 

bodies have had to produce evidence for a wide range of indicators. Figures for 

recruitment, retention and achievement of students; student and stakeholder satisfaction 

and destination data; graded teaching observations and staff appraisal systems; are all 

used as performance indicators. Benchmarking, the process or comparing your data with 

that of excellent providers, ‘makes people aware of improvements that are orders of 

magnitude beyond what they would have thought possible’ (Eccles, 1995, p.7); an 

added pressure for continual improvement. Staff may be unhappy with these practices 

and individuals driven to unprofessional solutions (see appendix 2a) but as a group, 

educational practitioners rarely tackle the problems directly (Bassnett, THES, 7.4.06). 
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Instead many employ a range of avoidance tactics, strategic compliance or, to use 

Elton’s phrase, ‘dumb insolence’ (THES, 24.3.06). Others attempt policy reconstruction 

and reinterpretation at the point of delivery; use coping mechanisms like ‘spouting’ at 

students, ‘whamming’ through marking, ‘binning’ memos, or ‘regurgitating’ out of date 

materials; some try ‘swimming’ with the system, for example, using the flexibility to 

create personal specialisms (Trowler, 1997). In a more co-ordinated approach, many 

lecturers interpose themselves between the students and management, creating 

supportive microcontexts; introducing a ‘counter-educational element’, ‘minimising the 

pressures of assessments and requirements, engaging students’ real interests, inciting 

self-education’ (Johnson, 1988, p.29); turning the classroom into ‘protected enclaves’ 

focused on the students’ needs (Boud & Walker, 2002). 

Some lecturers seem to conform quietly if unhappily, continually self-monitoring their 

obedience to the expectations of management in a process Broadfoot terms ‘panoptic 

surveillance’. In fear of later accusation of omission or commission, lecturers create a 

paper trail of everything they do to show that work has been carried out appropriately. 

Students too are continually ‘controlled through a system of “micro-penalties”, the 

constant giving of marks which constitutes a whole field of surveillance’ (Broadfoot, 

1999, p.88). In such ways educational assessment becomes a significant disciplinary 

mechanism within society and serves an instrumental purpose quite different from any 

course aims and outcomes, particularly the ‘provision of a docile’ as well as an 

‘appropriately skilled workforce’ (ibid, p.87). 

Educational consequences 

Broadfoot’s Foucauldian viewpoint repositions education as a form of social control, a 

notion that, in a different way, was attributed to the introduction of compulsory 

education in the 1870s when ‘a powerful fear of the working class’ underpinned reform 

(Brehony, 1985, p.270; in Ball, 2008, p.63) and when, as nowadays, the continuing 

acceptance of voluntarism checked the imposition of a totalized system. The 

emancipative role of education is thus tinged with elements of oppression, and this 

complexity would appear to be embedded in traditional women’s education where 

caring for others requires an abnegation of self (Skeggs, 1997). Indeed, it is possible 
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that since they were ‘educated to civilize’ sons and husbands (David, 1980, p.43) 

mothers were part of the ‘control’ system, at the same time as the ideology of family 

maintained their own subordinate position (Barrett & McIntosh, 1982, in Smart, 2007). 

Certainly, middle class women, in inculcating their own standards of behaviour on 

working class girls employed as domestic servants, were deemed to play a role in 

stabilizing society along class lines (Skeggs, 1997, p.47). These are all oppressive 

consequences of education. Additionally, some feminists considered training women to 

work in childcare to be exploitative as it facilitates a move from an unpaid to an 

underpaid occupation (Clarke, 2002). However, the longer historical perspective rather 

supports the emancipative over the exploitative view. Educating women for domesticity 

or to bring up children was initially progressive as it offered women an education when 

previously they had had none (Bryant, 1985). Similarly the role of governess allowed 

single women to support themselves financially. Indeed, for middle class women ‘not 

rich enough to be unemployed’ teaching was the only respectable option (Watts, 2000, 

p.41). Froebel’s kindergartens in offering teacher training were seen to be ‘enlarging the 

scope of women’s fundamental rights and professional opportunities’ (Brosterman, 

1997, p.93), as were the Montessori and Steiner nursery movements. Therefore, when 

we view the recurring pattern of women working in part-time childcare establishments 

as a marginal pursuit we should remember that this may represent a step towards rather 

than away from independence. Historically the consequences of women’s education, 

like many real world outcomes, contained contradictory positive and negative elements. 

Anticipating the challenge in the OECD study Beyond Rhetoric (LSDA, 2003) to 

motivate less-educated workers to participate by demonstrating the advantages deriving 

from studying, the DES funded the Wider Benefits of Learning (WBL) Project, a 

research initiative jointly managed by the London Institute of Education and Birkbeck 

College. Established in 1999, its remit was to devise and apply methods to measure and 

analyse the broader outcomes of education, ‘including (but not limited to) social 

cohesion, active citizenship, active ageing and improved health’ (Schuller, 2004a, p.6) 

and to ‘realise the vision’ in the Green Paper The Learning Age (DfEE, 1998). The 

initial research included some qualitative work (eg: Brassett-Grundy, 2004; Hammond, 

2004; Brassett-Grundy & Hammond, 2003; Schuller et al, 2002; Preston, 2004a) but 

determining causal links between educational investments and social outcomes was 
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always a longer term goal (see Brynner & Hammond, 2004, p.162)5. Indeed, many of 

the research projects use large scale, longitudinal study data to make generalizations 

about the benefits of education and the Centre’s first general publication, The Benefits  

of Learning (Schuller, Preston, Hammond, Brasset-Grundy & Bynner, 2004), studies 

the personal attributes of research participants and attempts a form of generalization by 

merging the two approaches.6 Generally, the work is heavily statistical and the WBL 

Centre is, since restructuring in September 2007, housed within the Department for 

Quantitative Social Science at the Institute of Education. 

In The Benefits of Learning Schuller (2004a), identified a shortage of data from students 

‘who took part some time ago’ and of information on ‘effects that only emerged after 

the course had finished’ (ibid, p.6), lacunae that my own research was able to explore. 

He also drew attention to the possible negative effects of education, an issue already 

recognized in my own conceptualization as ‘consequences’ rather than ‘benefits’ 

(Schuller, 2004b, p.28). The conclusion for this initial study were confirmatory rather 

than revolutionary; the researchers ‘have been extremely heartened by the number of 

practitioners to whom we have reported our various findings and who have said that this 

confirms what they knew’ (Schuller, Hammond & Preston, 2004, p.191). The Final 

WBL Synthesis Report (Feinstein, Budge, Vorhaus & Duckworth, 2008), and its earlier 

summary (Centre for Research on the Wider Benefits of Learning, 2006) find positive 

outcomes from education relating to health, crime prevention, and parenting and 

specifically link adult education to reductions in racism, increased civic participation 

and voting and the adoption of a healthy lifestyle. Two of the overall research claims 

that education has ‘wide-ranging and sizeable effects that extend well beyond the 

economy and the labour market’ and that ‘a narrow focus on academic achievement is 

ill-advised’ support the views of academics already expressed that learning is about 

more than the acquisition of human capital and attainment of prescriptive objectives. 

5 Between the publication of Research Reports 12 and 13 (Sabates & Feinstein, June 2004; Preston, 
December, 2004) the WBL mission statement changed from ‘to investigate the social benefits that 
learning brings to individual learners and to society as a whole’ to the decidedly more instrumental ‘main 
objectives’ of ‘to clarify, model and quantify the outcomes of all forms of intentional learning so as to 
inform the funding, implementation and practice of educational provision through the life course’. 

6 Schuller, Preston, Hammond, Brasset-Grundy & Bynner, 2004, part B includes three chapters (4, 6 & 8; 
Hammond, 2004; Brasset-Grundy, 2004; Preston 2004b) that focus on case studies of ‘real’ interviewees 
and then search for matched sociological characteristics within larger data sets to ascertain the degree of 
typicality of the individual’s life story.  
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However, the apparent interest in broader issues may conceal an additional financial 

motive for there is a growing belief that ‘social capital is more important to economic 

growth than is human capital’ (Whiteley 1997; in Halpern, 2005, p.61); based on work 

using World Values Survey data to establish causality between social trust and national 

growth. Claims that education is good for you came from a number of sources in 2005. 

Flint (TES, 10.6.05) quoted from a letter received by NIACE (National Institute of 

Adult and Continuing Education) during Adult Learners’ Week, ostensibly from Tony 

Blair himself: ‘that learning is good for your health, your self-esteem and your 

employability’. Fowler (TES, 22.7.05) claimed that many hobby courses have been the 

basis of a ‘life change’ resulting in ‘new forms of employment’ and drew attention to 

‘social’ and ‘health’ benefits that operate at both personal and community levels. 

Tuckett, Chairman of NIACE (TES, 5.8.05), stated that official bodies – the National 

Mental Health Strategy, the Home Office Citizenship Strategy, Neighbourhood 

Renewal Programmes, the Financial Services Authority and the Department of Culture, 

Media and Sport – found sectoral benefits deriving from adult education. 

The focus on softer outcomes is seen by many as a relief from credentialism but to 

others (academics like Frank Furedi, Katherine Ecclestone and Dennis Hayes, for 

example) the practice is viewed with concern as it leads to emotional vulnerability and 

the rise of what they term the ‘Therapy Culture’ (Furedi, 2004) which manifests in 

education as a favouring of emotional development over subject knowledge. Ecclestone 

and Hayes (2009) believe that education is being ‘hollowed out’ to create well-adjusted, 

mutually supportive and pliable workers rather than agentive individuals with a 

command of academic knowledge. They are also concerned that people are conditioned 

to believe in their vulnerability and to seek support from the state, and that policy 

becomes coercive rather than interventionist. Politically this can be viewed as a new 

form of state control of its population. Ecclestone and Hayes quote WBL and NIACE 

research that appears to support their argument but we must be careful to look closely at 

the focus of the courses under scrutiny. 92.5% of respondents in a survey of FE may 

report improved self-esteem (Preston & Hammond, 2002) or greater self-confidence 

(Eldred, Ward, Snowdon & Dutton, 2005) but the issue is whether these were objectives 

actively sought or the side effects of succeeding on a focused course of study. The 

important point is whether people are involved in an ‘introspective, instrumental 
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curriculum of the self’ (Ecclestone & Hayes, 2009, p.64) or in learning about the world 

around them. In adult education there is a long tradition of supporting the student as 

well as their learning but this does not mean that educational objectives are set aside 

(McGivney, 2005). The tradition within which I trained as lecturer, encourages an 

enabling attitude towards students, flexibility of approach and the embedding of 

necessary skills but within a learning context where the syllabus and its practical 

implementation are of paramount importance. 

Biographical studies can offer an alternative conceptualization of introspection, shifting 

the emphasis from therapy to agency if people are encouraged to consider their own life 

histories in order to give direction to their life: an application above and beyond the 

boundaries of the current thesis. The life history approach, was applied initially to 

teachers rather than learners (see Ball & Goodson, 1985), by Goodson (eg: 1991, 1992, 

1995, 2003; with Hargreaves, 1996; with Sikes, 2001) and by Sikes and Troyna (1991) 

and Woods (1985, 1993); and then to adult learning by Alheit (2005, in English) and by 

West (1996) in his seminal work Beyond Fragments, a book that awakened interest 

(including my own) in the reciprocal links between education, individual histories and 

structural circumstances. Methodologically the approach has gained momentum, with 

the recent text by Merrill and West (2009) bringing sociological and psychological 

perspectives together in a comprehensive overview of historical developments and 

techniques, a considerable advance on the earlier treatments that I used when 

developing my methodological approach (Hatch & Wiesnewski, 1995; Atkinson, 1998; 

Erben, 1998a). The multi-site Learning Lives project, used life history approaches to 

‘investigate what learning means and does in the lives of adults’ (TLRP, 2008). 

Amongst a number of findings on the nature and importance of adult education, it uses 

ideas developed from Emirbayer and Mische’s work on agency (1998; in Biesta & 

Tedder, 2007) that echo and complement some of my independently derived 

conclusions.7 

7 Principally Biesta and Tedder demonstrate the long term consequences of education on individual 
achievement, suggesting that engaging with one’s personal life history in an educational context in order 
to understand and develop one’s own sense of agency can be a powerful transformative tool. This, to use 
Emirbayer and Mische’s term, is a ‘projective’ purpose, whereas the therapy is arguably ‘iterational’ or 
backward looking, encouraging conformity and dependence on others. This work is discussed further in a 
footnote to chapter 8 as its relevance to my own work became evident only after I had completed and 
‘framed’ my analysis rather than informing it at the earlier stages. 
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Discussion 

With a broad educational focus encompassing different sectors and both contemporary 

and historical perspectives, this chapter attempts to draw out some of the significant 

debates within the educational literature and relate them to the purposes of education. 

Informed by current events in the press, the concern was to identify significant 

happenings at the macro-level to assist a later interpretation of empirical findings. 

It is very clear that messages emanating from central government and at more global 

levels configure education as a key component of the struggle for economic prosperity 

and that vocational goals are paramount. There is also some credence for the view that 

this is to be achieved with minimal investment from the state and that many policies 

attempt to transfer responsibility to the individual or the employer. There is a suggestion 

that education is used to disguise unemployment and this is a statement that could have 

been further exemplified by inclusion of the work of the Manpower Services 

Commission and the gradual transformation of the Training Opportunities Scheme 

(1972) and the Youth Opportunities Programme (1978) into National Vocational 

Qualifications (NVQs), had there been space (see Ling, 1998; Wolf, 2002).  

Education is simultaneously held up as a means of addressing social exclusion and a 

means of stabilizing existing structures in society, not compatible goals. Competing 

practices are evident, too, in relation to the literature on women and education. It seems 

an oxymoron to claim that education can both emancipate and oppress women, but this 

would, nevertheless, appear to be the case and perhaps contributes to the slowness of 

progress made in the pursuit of gender equality and in challenging the marginalization 

of adult education. There is also a credible suggestion that education is part of the 

mechanism by which governments maintain control of the populous, not least the more 

articulate in the academic hierarchy who appear to protest only indirectly. Whether the 

rise of managerial practices in educational establishments is really concerned with 

increasing efficiency or with disempowering individual autonomy is not altogether 

clear, quite possibly both purposes are relevant, certainly both are evidently pursued and 

education at all levels is increasingly shaped and monitored by the State. As always, 

control of the purse-strings through the manipulation of funding streams is an effective 
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mechanism for change, encouraging even a marginalized sector like adult education to 

conform to a 21st century agenda despite a long tradition of humanist practices. 

Ironically, it is probably this embedded tradition of caring for students that enables adult 

educators to withstand the pressure to succumb to ‘therapeutic’ practices; a supportive 

ethos has always been a part of but not dominant within the adult education classroom. 

The role of adult education has customarily been agentive or ‘transformative’ 

(Mezirow, 1978, 1981). 

Educational goals are differently construed to suit different purposes leading to 

fragmentation and conflicting aims. The growth of managerial practices, vocationalism 

and the emphasis on skills sees the student as a potential worker (human capital) useful 

in supporting the economy of the State and indeed the European and global 

infrastructure. Credentialism, panoptic surveillance and the therapy culture have a 

manipulative flavour seeking to persuade people to adapt to the expectations of the State 

and internalize conformist values and practices. With credentialism, work-based 

learning initiatives and the ‘learning society’ ideology there is also an expectation that 

individuals or the private sector will fund such politically approved activities, allowing 

the State to govern indirectly. These constructions of the student are narrowly utilitarian 

and essentially impoverished seeing the learner as a cipher to be counted, moulded, 

directed, and accredited not as a complex person with rights, choices and a meaningful 

life. As Barnett states (1994, p.77) (in relation to the vocational qualificatory 

framework): ‘there is a conceptual thinness in its conception of the character of human 

being’ and it is this omission that the current study seeks to address, seeing, like Sen 

(1999), that people are multi-faceted, active, energetic and aspirational and need the 

‘freedom’ to make their own decisions and to shape their own lives. 

Despite seeking broader objectives it is difficult for large-scale funded research projects 

to escape the instrumental agenda of the state. Even in the Learning Lives project the 

social context is probed instrumentally to help students to identify their study patterns 

and promote further future educational achievement. Including a social and identity 

capital focus appears to challenge the dominance of human capital theory yet the Wider 

Benefits of Learning project says little about the complexity of individual lives. To have 

evidence of the additional benefits of studying in terms of health and community 
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development is an important achievement but the overall engagement is with statistical 

proofs and causal connections rather than with the rich variety of life. The student’s 

social network is construed as a means of social stratification rather than a vibrant 

element in a personal narrative. There is a possibility, even, that the wider benefits of 

learning are actually lost to view in an instrumental approach that attends to the 

statistical proofs rather than stressing the qualitative evidence. Extrapolation from 

individual interviews to a larger cohort appears a sophisticated technique but rests on 

unproven assumptions that individuals with similar characteristics, occupying the same 

‘habitus’ (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) will behave in the same way. Later we will see 

that my evidence suggests this may not always be the case, the research findings 

indicate a much greater level of complexity, supporting Sen’s framework for individual 

choice. 

When presenting the findings of my own much smaller study a key intention is to avoid 

too much generalization and data reduction and keep the findings closely connected to 

the individual biographies and their overall context. ‘How this will be achieved’ is the 

central focus of the next chapter that considers the methodological framework and the 

methods used in addition to outlining the main theoretical concepts that are to be used in 

the analysis. 



 

 
 

  
 

   
                

              

           

           

              

          

            

           

           

        

             

          

          

         

               

      

 

             

           

            

             

            

       

           

        

             

          

        

Chapter 3 

RESEARCH STRATEGIES, TACTICS AND 
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 

I see a doctorate as the one definite opportunity an academic has to choose a topic freely 

and to see the research through to fruition independently; the one chance to cast aside 

the time and length limitations of undergraduate and postgraduate projects and to avoid 

the funding and efficiency constraints of later paid research. Therefore, at the beginning 

of this project I was determined to indulge my own preferences and initially this took 

the form of insisting upon planning methodological approaches that on previous taught 

courses had been deemed too risky, too complicated and too esoteric. Delamont (2002, 

p.77), referring to Crapanzano, stresses the need for ‘recognising and recording one’s 

preconceptions (and prejudices) before the fieldwork begins’ as these have the ‘capacity 

to filter, skew, shape, block, transform, construe, and misconstrue what transpires from 

the outset’ (Peshkin, 1988, p.17). I should therefore admit that I was resolved to do 

purely qualitative research, to follow an inductive approach, and to withstand any 

suggestion that I should observe the positivist practices required in earlier ventures into 

social scientific research. I wanted to explore the possibilities of postmodernism, a 

stance that I now know to be more of a protest against the dominant managerial culture 

in education than an affirmative methodological decision.  

However, I quickly found that, despite an earlier methodology course, I knew very little 

about qualitative methods other than ethnography and set out to remedy this position. It 

was only when I felt sated with methodological texts and began the actual empirical 

work that I began to see the process developmentally: as the identification of a series of 

problems to address and sensitively solve. Thus, slowly I recognized the need for an 

emergent methodological design, one that ‘evolved’, ‘developed’ and ‘unfolded’ during 

the research process. I adopted a mixed-method approach, choosing from a broad range 

whichever research ‘tactics’ or methods best suited the purpose. Anastas and 

MacDonald (1994; in Robson, 2002, p.5) term this a flexible design, one suitable for 

real world research, ‘seeking to say something sensible about a complex, relatively 

poorly controlled and generally “messy” situation’ (Robson, 2002, p.4). 
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As a student with a range of academic experiences, committed to an interdisciplinary 

approach, and keen to try qualitative methods; it took some time to realize that 

‘scientific’ values like rigour and impartiality encountered at undergraduate level were 

embedded and that the selection processes applied when choosing a range of research 

tactics were more principled than might be implied by the postmodern term ‘bricolage’. 

A decision to use interview as the main method of data collection was straightforward 

but early attempts to plan an interview schedule raised major questions about depth, 

structure, purposes and analysis that were only answerable after considerable 

exploration of philosophical viewpoints. The ‘flexible design’ label may imply a 

simplicity of decision-making but this was never evident on the ground. In reality, the 

label transcends a lengthy methodological investigation of both the general and the 

specialized literature. Without this opportunity to research and reflect it is doubtful 

whether it would have been possible either to embrace wholeheartedly such a solution 

or to uncover such an appropriate collection of research methods. Certainly, Robson’s 

philosophical approach was familiar from early in the research process but only 

accepted as relevant when the choices and decisions made, demonstrated its validity for 

this thesis and its primacy over grounded theory and inductive approaches. A summary 

of this complex methodological journey is attached (appendix 3a) but excluded from the 

main text for the sake of brevity and clarity. 

In detail the methodological journey may twist and turn, indeed the process of 

knowledge formation within the interpretative paradigm is seen as ‘circular, iterative, 

spiral rather than linear and cumulative as portrayed in positivist/empiricist 

epistemology’ (Usher, Bryant & Johnston, 1997, p.182). However, the intention of the 

research project remained relatively constant, broadening from an initial interest in the 

‘hidden benefits’ of education to a wider interest in the ‘student experience’ 

encompassing expectations, practices and consequences, after a literature search 

revealed the existence of the Wider Benefits of Learning project. From the outset, the 

central foci of this study were the personal stories of a group of mature students, to be 

told as honestly and openly as is possible retrospectively. From my reading of Nias’ 

study (1989) I knew that it should be possible to combine the roles of current researcher 

and former tutor, and engage the students in the retelling of their educational 
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experiences and that to do this successfully the process needed to be interactive rather 

than to rely upon questionnaires or written reflective accounts. 

Structuring this process was a more difficult decision as I knew that I wanted to 

‘discover and construct meaning’ (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994, p.423), to ‘analyse 

narratives and life materials so as to treat them as instances of social action’ (Atkinson 

and Delamont, 2005, p.825) but also to ‘listen first to the voices within each narrative’ 

(Chase, 2005, p.663) following the Life History method. I was unsure whether to 

‘analyse’ data or present it in ‘narrative’ form as Polkinghorne’s (1995) discussion of 

analysis of narratives and narrative analysis1 presents these two approaches as 

distinctive alternatives implying a need to make a choice and follow this exclusively. 

Here my background in postmodernism became useful, authorizing an adoption of both 

approaches rather than an acceptance of polarized positions. Chapter 4, reports patterns 

within the narratives, and chapters 5 to 7, patterns across the narratives, allowing a 

descriptive ‘storied’ account of some student lives and a thematic analysis across the 

data set. I felt that both elements were necessary for an optimum understanding of 

events in students’ lives. 

This dalliance with postmodernism gave the research an important creative impetus. 

Without the freedom to pursue an unconventional interviewing style and the adoption of 

the two distinctive but connected forms of analysis I might never have collected such a 

wide range of evidence for each student. In my concern not to over-influence the 

findings, I might merely have requested and reported their views. Had I been unable to 

set their educational experiences within their wider biographies, the thesis might have 

been no more than a simplistic description of learning during childcare training for the 

1 Developing Bruner’s (1985) division of cognition into paradigmatic and narrative, Polkinghorne 
postulates a similar partition of narrative enquiry. The paradigmatic-type collects data in story form and 
uses analytic techniques to categorize by theme and produce taxonomies. Conversely, the narrative-type 
records events and actions as its data and makes sense of them through ‘emplotment’ or story 
construction. Thus, ‘analysis of narratives moves from stories to common elements, and narrative analysis 
moves from elements to stories’ (Polkinghorne, 1995, p.12). Polkinghorne sees the two processes as 
fundamentally opposed, only similar in their use of natural language and noncomputational analytic 
procedures, leaving the researcher to consider at an early stage which form to pursue. Although I 
recognize that to fully embrace either form requires an early decision about how to conduct interviews, I 
found that in practice, allowed to talk freely, students tended to move between the formats, sometimes 
giving disjointed factual accounts of events, occasionally embedding complete vignettes, even atrocity 
stories (Baruch, 1981, 1982, in Seale, 1998a) in their narratives. Similarly, although I chose to construct 
biographies that supported my typological interpretations rather than carefully crafted ‘life-stories’, it was 
possible to move from across- and within-narrative analysis when making sense of the data. 
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focus of the teaching was always practice-based, covering a syllabus that enabled 

students to supervise early years settings. I might never have encountered the emphasis 

on ‘being’ and ‘doing’ and ‘living in the present’ that struck me as unusual and, after a 

considerable period of uncertainty, led me to adopt Sen’s capability approach as a 

conceptual framework. 

THE OVERALL RESEARCH STRATEGY 

Literature search and review 

As stated in chapter 2, selecting the underpinning literature for this research was not a 

simple or single task but it was one that I found my own methods of addressing. Taking 

the responsibility of becoming an expert in the field seriously and recognizing the 

limitations of my practitioner knowledge, I initially spent several weeks in the education 

section of a copyright library reading historic texts (eg: Armytage, 1964; Barnard, 1961; 

Blyth, 1983; Curtis, 1948; Hudson, 1969 reprint of 1851 edition; Jarvis, 2001; Jepson, 

1973; Kelly, 1992; Lawson & Silver, 1973; Marriot, 1984; Pashley, 1968; Peers, 1998 

reprint of 1958 edition; Wardle, 1976). Then, needing to orientate my search I consulted 

the Open University Readers for the Master of Arts in Lifelong Learning (Harrison, 

Reeve, Hanson & Clarke, 2002; Reeve, Cartwright & Edwards, 2002; Edwards, Miller, 

Small & Tait, 2002) and used these to inform my choice of subsequent publications 

relating to the contemporary field. 

Becoming an avid reader of bibliographies, I used a snowballing technique to pursue 

seemingly relevant additional literature, rapidly becoming familiar with the names of 

key academics within adult education and the book series and publishers likely to yield 

useful further sources. An ardent browser, I scanned publishers’ catalogues, bookshops 

and academic libraries for items of relevance to the project. Only when I had selected 

from the readily available material and felt secure in my knowledge of a particular 

sector did I turn to electronic sources, using journal databases and keyword searches to 

identify current resources that I must investigate. This approach kept the process 

manageable as it enabled me to use such sources to check for key material that I had 

previously missed or that was newly published rather than to be overwhelmed by the 

number of publications available. 
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Thus I was able to search in a discriminating fashion, seeking quality material over 

quantity; a necessary requirement given that I needed to carry out a number of 

specialized searches. Never a tidy note-keeper I used a range of methods to record my 

reading. I bought and made marginal notes on many essential sources and downloaded 

or acquired paper copies of journal articles for annotation through interlibrary loans. In 

other instances, to ensure the accuracy of quotations, I resorted to photocopying key 

pages of publications or to word-processing my own overviews if I felt the arguments to 

be important. This was again, an eclectic mix of approaches but one that worked well 

for me as it had inherent variety, avoided the process becoming mechanical and 

repetitive, and obviated the need to read retrospectively collections of data cards or 

handwritten notes. It also kept individual points within their respective narratives, a 

process that I find essential for checking accurate interpretation later. 

By focusing on specific areas in turn I was able to consolidate my knowledge and treat 

my literature search as a number of individual projects giving it a shape and coherence 

that furthered my sense of control of the field. Thus, at different points in the research 

process I familiarized myself with literature on the history of adult education; 

contemporary practices; research into further and vocational education; methodological 

developments over the last thirty years especially qualitative and postmodern strategies 

and more recently modern mixed approaches; studies of women’s education; and, post-

analysis, publications relating to gender, the family and childcare. Woven around these 

topics were ongoing efforts to increase my general disciplinary knowledge within social 

psychology, sociology and aspects of economics relating to the ‘capability approach’ 

and to check official websites like the Wider Benefits of Learning, the Teaching and 

Learning Research Programme, the Learning and Skills Network and that of the NIACE 

Commission of Inquiry into the Future for Lifelong Learning set up to create a national 

strategy and producing a range of sectoral and thematic reports2 in addition to the 

overview report (Schuller & Watson, September 2009) that makes a case for four 

principal capabilities: civic, financial, health and digital. 

2 Reports were planned for: 
• 10 themes: prosperity, employment & work; demography & social structure; well being & happiness; 
migration & communities; technological change; poverty reduction; citizenship & belonging; crime & 
social exclusion; the roles of public, private and voluntary sectors; environmental sustainability, and 
• 7 educational sectors: early years; schools; further education; higher education; local authorities; 
private training providers; and the voluntary and community sector. 
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The research context 

As this research project involves a tutor investigating the attitudes of a group of former 

students it was important that the study was designed to minimize the effects of power 

imbalances and bias. A common stance within the interpretivist paradigm is to fully 

embrace subjectivity, investigating it and bringing it openly into the research process, 

recognizing, like Peshkin (1988), that it is ‘a garment that cannot be removed’. This 

method has been used in the data collection and analysis stages when relevant. 

However, other safeguards were built into the overall research design, for instance the 

decision to send questionnaires to and collect and analyse data from the entire cohort, 

the development of a sampling frame for the selection of participants rather than relying 

upon convenience or suitability, also the decision to interview a number of students (33) 

rather than to study a smaller group intensively.  

Within ethnography, participant observation is commonplace and the discourse around 

‘disturbing the field’, well rehearsed. Like Fontana and Frey (2005, p.716), I see a role 

for interactive or ‘participant’ interviewing and agree with their claim that ‘at last 

interviewing is being brought in line with ethnography’. I see no reason why, provided 

the interviewer has integrity, prior involvement with respondents should seriously skew 

the findings. With this study, I was clear from the outset that the focus was the students 

not myself or my teaching. My role as former lecturer and interviewer would inevitably 

influence the data but I had no intention of letting the research slide into either 

autoethnography (Ellis & Bochner, 2000) or action research although I admit to a 

reflective element in the process, to an inspection of the ‘narratives’ I ‘inhabit’ (Brown 

& Jones, 2001, p.182).  

The process of interviewing one’s own students potentially carries both risks and 

benefits. On the negative side there could be issues of dominance and bias but there is 

no guarantee that an unknown researcher would be entirely free from these traits. On the 

positive side, prior acquaintance and a pre-existing open friendship potentially 

encourages in-depth discussion, deeper insights and franker exchanges. It also reduces 

the need to stage repeated interviews to establish trust and familiarity and revisit 

‘delicate’ matters. In practice, in allowing the students to talk freely I minimized 
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researcher selectivity and by adopting a non-judgemental stance, made it clear that 

negative comments were acceptable. On reflection, I believe that the most significant 

consequence of my dual role was the inability to investigate this. An outsider 

interviewing the students would probably have considered the student/teacher 

relationship an important line of enquiry but this is an area excluded from overt 

investigation within the study. However, looking forward, I believe that the high 

response rates, the detail in the data, and some of the students’ comments affirm that the 

relationship was positive, supportive and mutually satisfactory. 

Ethical considerations 

After consideration of alternative frameworks (see appendix 3b) I felt that a sensitive 

application of normative ethical practices was sufficient, the seeking of informed 

consent, avoidance of deception, invasion of privacy and the causing of harm (Diener & 

Crandall, 1978; in Bryman, 2001). The research complied with the University ethical 

requirements, seeking and receiving approval at faculty level. I provided those taking 

part with a participant research sheet and a consent form (see appendices 3c and 3d), 

and identified a source of local counselling contacts to facilitate referral should a 

student become distressed. 

In studying my former students I was an ‘insider’ researcher with direct access to my 

study cohort without recourse to a gatekeeper. There was no ‘potent’ person to mediate 

between myself and the interviewees. I was mindful of the power imbalance in the 

tutor-student relationship and careful to avoid: interviewing current students, 

pressurizing anyone into taking part or discouraging withdrawal, encouraging the 

sharing of inappropriate confidences, colluding to create ‘desirable’ data, breaching 

confidentiality, using non-interview data about the student without specific agreement, 

or prejudging their responses because the students were already known to me. However, 

I was also aware of the view that the standard definitions of ethics lack sensitivity 

(Denzin, 1997; in Lincoln & Denzin, 2005) and, embracing the personal responsibilities 

inherent in situated ethics (Simons & Usher, 2000), focused on ways of ensuring 

confidentiality in a project where my name as author could potentially facilitate 

identification of the student cohort. I wanted to avoid fictionalizing data (Clough, 2002) 

as I felt this would negate many of the findings and cause confusion in a research 
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project where some of the key strengths derive from my pre-existing trusting 

relationship with the participants. I decided that the use of numerical identifiers, 

generalization of personal characteristics (eg: specifying ethnicity rather than 

nationality), and only loosely defining the timeframe would allow sufficient anonymity. 

I was also careful to follow good practice guidelines, discouraging students from talking 

about one another (Smith, 2005) and avoiding comment if they did so. In transcripts I 

referred to all students as ‘I’ (interviewee) and stored the original tapes safely at my 

home, sharing them with no-one. I avoided the temptation to verify data with other 

family members when visiting the student home to carry out interviews and clearly 

distinguished formal interview from friendly conversation. When selecting directly 

quoted matter as evidence in the text I considered its impact especially carefully if it 

referred to family members. Above all, I held Stake’s (2005, p.459) comment that 

‘qualitative researchers are guests in the private spaces of the world’ at the forefront of 

my mind. It would appear that students were confident that I would protect their 

identities for none subsequently asked to be withdrawn or expressed concern about the 

information shared. 

Nature of the course 

The Diploma course on which the students enrolled is a part-time level three childcare 

course (vocational A level equivalent), based in an FE college, that enables candidates 

to work at supervisory level with children in an early years setting. The Diploma 

comprises four separate units individually assessed, and is taught by a single tutor, one 

day a week over four terms. During the study period the syllabus was adjusted at 

intervals to meet national changes in childcare policy and practice but the overall 

division into modules covering child development; curriculum planning; safe and legal 

provision; and the fostering of community links remained broadly constant. 

Exceptionally, the focus on special needs became more central, in line with policy for 

inclusion. Over the decade, assessment became more focused with a growing emphasis 

on skills acquisition and outcomes clearly specified as performance criteria. Changing 

‘official’ early years frameworks redefined aspects of the syllabus but for individual 

students this was not unduly significant as all groups had been offered guidance, 

optional rather than compulsory. Overall, the continuities between deliveries 

transcended the differences. 
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Cohort analysis 

To avoid identification of individual students, the 11 groups are labelled from A to K 

and the students numbered consecutively from 1 to 170 rather than named. Thus each 

student is identified by an unique code comprising a letter and a number. To further 

protect individual identities, dates are avoided but the study period identified as a 

decade falling roughly within the term of Tony Blair’s New Labour government. In 

addition, the exclusion of a twelfth group taught by a colleague, (coincidental) changes 

in data management systems, and the practice of intermission, impede the identification 

of individual groups by the number of students. 

Fortuitously, I had kept lists of former students and could name all 184 students who 

had shown interest in the Diploma during the period, even the thirteen early leavers 

(people who left within a week or so of starting and never really engaged with the 

course) whom I had no means of contacting (see table 3.1). I had exchanged addresses 

with completing students for social purposes so had contact details that merely required 

updating (but this took considerable time and effort). 

Table 3.1: Student recruitment, retention and achievement by cohort 

Cohort 
code 

Early 
leavers 

Reason for 
leaving 

Leavers 
after 
unit 1 

Reason for 
leaving 

Non-
completers 

Reason for 
non-
completion 

Com-
pleters 

A 0 0 0 10 
B 3 S wrong course 

T care-child 
D wrong course 

0 1 K dyslexia,  
care, army 
move 

11 

C 1 Unknown 1 T finance 0 6 
D 2 G ill-cancer 

A ill-depression 
0 0 22 

E 1 F care-children 0 0 27 
F 2 J care-parent 

K wrong course 
2 S care-parent 

T care-parent 
1 H poor 

motivation 
15 

G 0 0 0 16 
H 1 Z wrong course 1 L army move 0 16 
I 1 K ill-PND 0 0 20 
J 1 J family issues 1 E not able 0 8 
K 1 R care-children 1 D work ethos 

wrong 
12 

Totals 13 6 2 163 

I was able to draw up a list of 171 students at the data collection stage (to correct an 

omission the cohort includes a H115a); a list which included two students who failed to 
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achieve and five who left after the first term and didn’t respond. (An additional student, 

K170, withdrew shortly after this process but not due to dissatisfaction with the course, 

bringing the total down to 170, of whom 150 returned questionnaires). I decided to 

focus on the completed students, groups A to H (and group I the completers) when 

drawing up a sample for interview, resulting in a population of nine groups and 143 

students from which to select. Groups J and K, the continuing students, I could use for 

informal checking of findings, a minor form of triangulation, as we were in regular 

contact.  

Overall, the course is successful and concurrent statistical analysis within College found 

that it achieved the unusual result of 1:1:1 for recruitment, retention and achievement 

(the performance indicators which underpin funding decisions in FE). The two students 

who failed and five who left after a term represented only 4% of the potential study 

group so I felt it unnecessary to exhaustively follow up non-responders as there was no 

reason to suspect that they were dissatisfied or atypical of the entire cohort. 

THE RESEARCH TACTICS 

Data collection 

This was in two main parts: the questionnaire data and the interviews. 

Questionnaires 

I intended the questionnaires to provide background information about the larger cohort 

of students to facilitate sampling and, later, contextual analysis. I drew up two double-

sided questionnaires to send to groups A to H, one using open questions to ascertain 

changes to their lives since qualifying and their views on the Diploma course (appendix 

3e) and a checklist asking for personal details and their reasons for enrolment (appendix 

3f).3 At the outset I had considered whether to mail the questionnaires blind or to 

contact the students by telephone first in order to re-establish a relationship. In practice, 

I chose the former approach as cheaper and more efficient but think in retrospect that 

3 I later complicated the analysis by giving completing and continuing students (cohorts I, J & K) two 
slightly different questionnaires (appendix 3g) wanting additional data on pay rates and thinking that I 
might later send one of these to the larger cohort. This made it impossible to treat each student group 
identically when analysing the data although the overlaps were sufficient. 



                                                                                                                                      
 

 

     

            

            

            

 

  

              

           

         

            

           

          

             

           

             

            

     

 

           

          

             

        

           

       

 

            

 

             

             

       

 

             

          

46 Chapter 3: Strategies 

this was a mistake. Thirty students returned questionnaires promptly, others I 

telephoned anyway to encourage a response or to check the contact details of fellow 

students. Thus my initial contact processes were ‘messy’ rather than controlled but did 

enable me to establish whether a student might later agree to be interviewed. 

Sample construction 

The time involved in telephoning meant that I had to start the process of sampling 

before I had received all the questionnaires. I was aware that many qualitative 

researchers choose non-randomly, but it seemed particularly important to have some 

criterial basis for selection given that the participants were already known to me. I 

wanted to avoid just interviewing those capable of telling useful stories (Goodson & 

Sikes, 2001), or those ‘willing to assist in the research process’ (Erben, 1998b, p.5) and 

elected to draw up a sampling matrix (see table 3.2). Since my initial interest had been 

in the benefits accruing from study I decided that current employment was a key 

characteristic. I also wanted to be sure that my sample included students from all nine 

groups so I constructed a grid that set individual annual cohorts (vertically) against 

employment by type (horizontally). 

The individual career and life decisions were difficult to categorize discretely as some 

students had experienced a range of different outcomes after completing their studies 

and some were involved in more than one type of part-time work. As with most real 

world research, factors overlapped. It was however, possible to determine four 

categories (same job, parallel job, better job in childcare and left childcare) that 

reflected the information gathered on the student profiles. 

For the purposes of this research the categories require a degree of definition. 

Same job - refers to continued employment in the same setting but may include a 

promotion to supervisor or room leader (up to level 3) since the diploma course aimed 

to qualify students for this level of responsibility. 

Parallel job - describes a student moving into an alternative type of setting or practice 

eg: pre-school assistant to day nursery staff, teaching assistant in school, childminder, or 



                                                                                                                                   
 

 

               

          

 

           

        

       

           

 

             

                

 

 

               

           

           

         

            

            

               

             

        

              

          

 

         

            

            

            

           

          

 
           

             

47 Chapter 3: Strategies   

nanny. The move may involve a pay rise as a result of changing or more regulated 

working hours, but the nature and status of the work remains broadly similar. 

Better job - implies an actual or potential significant improvement in status and/or pay, 

maybe requiring further specialist training. Includes moves into related but different 

fields: educational administration, lecturing and assessing, playwork, nursing and 

hospital play therapy, management jobs in childcare (above level 3). 

Left childcare - refers to students who made a definite decision, or were forced, to move 

out of childcare, but not those who became pregnant or ill and may possibly return at a 

later date. 

Within this overall 9 x 4 matrix I wanted to ensure the representation of all types of 

student: parents and childless, British educated and newcomers to the country, those 

with pre-existing higher level qualifications (degrees) and those with few or mid-level 

qualifications, also a selection of students going on to further study, particularly the 

foundation degree in early years childcare and education. To minimize any bias in the 

selection process I deliberately sought out quieter as well as lively individuals and 

students with whom I had had little recent personal contact in addition to those whom I 

see from time to time in other contexts. To allow the inclusion of students whose 

preliminary questionnaire or chase-up telephone conversation suggested an interesting 

narrative I decided to include a fifth student in each year group. Thus up to one-in-five 

of my study sample were selected as ‘extreme’ or unusual cases. 

I was concerned that the group sizes were very uneven. For some student groups I could 

select a potential interviewee from a number of possible candidates, in other groups my 

choice was limited and occasionally - for example, in the selection of students going on 

to further study - some cohorts were without an exemplar. I decided to group the nine 

cohorts into three sets of three to allow substitution where necessary. My matrix now 

included 45 interviewees, three groups of 15 students, a sample later reduced to 33. 

After three initial pilot interviews I found that allowing students to talk more freely 

gave me richer data than following the interview schedule to the letter. As Kvale (1996, 
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p.129) points out, ‘the more spontaneous the interview procedure, the more likely one is 

to obtain spontaneous, lively and unexpected answers from the interviewees’. 

Table 3.2: Sampling matrix 

Cohort Same job Parallel job Better job OUT or 
moving 
on 

Atypical Additional 
student 

Totals 

A A10 A2 A1 
& 

A9 A8 5 

B B20 
@ 

B15 
& 

B21 B18 4 

C C26 
@ 

C25 2 

Group total 11 

D D34 D32 D45 
& 

D44 
& 

4 

E E62 E67 2 

F F82 
@ 

F91 
@ 

F86 F88 F85 5 

Group total 11 

G G104 
& 

G107 
&% 

2 

H H125 H112 H126 
& % * 

H113 
* 

4 

I I133 I137 I129 
& 

I134 I143 5 

Group total 11 

Totals 6 6 6 6 6 3 33 

Overall total 33 

Key: & - graduate @ - studying in HE or recently graduated * ethnic minority status % no children 

This ‘spontaneity’ meant that the planned interview time often doubled in practice 4 so, 

mindful of Kvale’s (1996, p.103) claim that many interview studies ‘would have 

profited from having fewer interviews in the study, and from taking more time to 

4 With a flexible approach, the standard 45-minute interview in some instances doubled to the maximum 
90 minutes per tape. Reconsidering the situation after the first 6 interviews, I realized that I already had 
7.5 hours of tape, 79 pages of fairly dense 12 point type and an estimated 40 hours of transcription. 
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prepare the interviews and to analyze them’, I determined to make the project more 

manageable by opportunistically interviewing only two of the three possible students in 

each subset, thus reducing the overall sample size to 30, later increased to 33 to allow 

for the first three interviews being less detailed than the later ones. 

As the students were universally willing to support my study and geographically 

proximate it was very rare for me to have to substitute a student once the initial 

selection was made although reassuring to know that the possibility existed, particularly 

in terms of ensuring that no student was pressurized into taking part. 

Interview style 

The decision to interview my former students seemed theoretically straightforward but 

the actual practice highlighted a number of unanticipated concerns requiring me to 

experiment with different techniques. Although not guilty of the heinous crime of 

failing to ‘think about how the interviews are to be analysed before they are conducted’ 

(Kvale, 1996, p.178) I did inadvertently become guilty of ‘changing’ methods during 

the course of the empirical research. 

My initial intention was to carry out semi-structured interviews based around my core 

themes of purposes (later refined as expectations), practices and consequences. I 

therefore drew up a series of questions and prompts (see appendix 3h) planning to 

follow Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) principles for grounded theory: to interview, to seek 

and code by theme, and to hope to create new perspectives inductively. For the first few 

interviews I experimented with the interview prompts but was disappointed by the lack 

of in-depth responses. For students from the earlier cohorts, some of the questions felt 

irrelevant. In particular, standard questions about the experience of attending the course 

seemed inappropriate when students failed to recall details spontaneously. I realized that 

in adhering strictly to my schedule I risked ‘persuading’ students to remember 

information with no significance for them. 

I wanted the students to focus on broader educational issues and on their own 

experiences and this required a shift in balance from me to them requiring me to take a 

less ‘controlling’ role and move beyond the formality of ‘interviewer’. I began to let 
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students tell me their own stories, finding that two very broad prompts ‘what is the 

purpose of education’ and ‘tell me about your own experiences of education and those 

of your family’ encouraged the narration of personalized accounts that spontaneously 

covered many of the issues in which I was interested. I kept the schedule to hand but 

used it only as a prompt and for checking for omission towards the end of an interview.5 

The distinction between Polkinghorne’s (1995) paradigmatic approach (encouraging 

storied accounts for analysis) and narrative approach (using analytic approaches to 

produce storied accounts) became rather blurred. My purpose was always to seek rich 

narrative data for analysis and at times I encouraged the students to talk freely and 

create their own narrative, at others I used probing questions in order to sort out 

chronological confusion and construct a biographical overview. Increasingly the data 

demonstrated Kvale’s belief that spontaneity begets spontaneity (op.cit. p.129). 

Following Glaser and Strauss’s dictum to carry out ongoing analysis I realized that my 

early interview technique displayed complex, sometimes even contradictory, 

characteristics. A preliminary analysis identified examples of traditional interview 

discourse based on question/response pairs juxtaposed with less conventional 

interchanges. On occasion I had used leading questions but concurred with Kvale 

(op.cit. pp. 231, 158) who subscribes to ‘a rather moderate postmodernism’ that these 

are ‘necessary parts of many questioning procedures’, means of ‘enhancing’ rather than 

‘reducing’ the reliability of interviews. I also found evidence of meaning deriving from 

informal conversational interchanges - intersubjective understanding based on 

proleptical6 inference rather than explicit statement; affirmations supporting an 

interviewer summation; elicitation of not fully specified opinion; meaning arising from 

episodic analysis rather than stand alone statements; and overall a tendency for shared 

laughter and periods of intense overlap, sometimes loud and excitable at other times 

pitched so low that accurate listening and transcription was impossible. In short, my 

5 In particular, I asked each student specifically about the ‘purpose’ of education and the transition from 
‘unpaid’ to ‘underpaid’ carer, usually at the end of the interview. 

6 Stone (1998, p.158), after Rommetveit 1974, 1979, defines ‘prolepsis’ as ‘a communicative move in 
which the speaker presupposes some as yet unprovided information’. That is, meaning is conveyed 
through retrospective contextual clues rather than literal statements. The speaker trusts the listener to use 
context, nonverbal devices and spoken hints to grasp meanings: assuming a shared perspective that both 
expects and reinforces intersubjectivity. 
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interview technique had developed hybrid characteristics, part way between interview 

and conversation. 

The shift towards ‘conversation’ is supported by a number of research methodologies. 

To feminist researchers such a move addresses the power imbalances within the 

interview situation (Oleson, 2005), preventing the ‘stealing of other women’s words’ 

(Opie, 1992, Reay, 1996; both in Oleson, 2005). To narrative researchers the process 

involves the interviewer abrogating control and viewing the interviewees as ‘narrators 

with stories to tell’ (Chase, 2005, p.660). To advocates of the life history approach, 

empathetic responses are considered more likely to encourage further dialogue 

(Goodson & Sikes, 2001). Kvale (1996, p.37), drawing philosophical support from 

Rorty and Gadamer, describes conversation as ‘a specific empirical method … a basic 

mode of constituting knowledge’. 

For me, this shift from ‘question asker’ to ‘co-talker’ served an additional purpose, in 

that it allowed the interviewer to fully participate in the interview. As I explored 

‘presence’ during the interview process I started to see that one way of introducing this 

was to openly refer to my own recollections and opinions. Thus, rather than impartially 

accepting the student’s answer to a question I would directly raise any doubts I had (eg: 

stating ‘that is not how I remember it’) or draw attention to items left out of the 

interview (eg: asking ‘am I correct in thinking that you used to …?) and, through 

intervention, become a ‘facilitator’ of their narratives (see appendix 3i for examples). 

Searching the literature for a justification I found a rationale for introducing 

psychosocial investigation in Hollway and Jefferson’s (2000) work on the free 

association narrative method.7 By identifying the processes occurring in individual 

interview accounts the researcher attempts to make sense of what is not being said as 

7 In Doing Qualitative Research Differently: Free association, narrative and the interview method 
Hollway and Jefferson describe a methodology devised for use with people under severe stress but its 
techniques have a broader relevance, enabling researchers to study interviews holistically, to establish the 
Gestalt, the bigger picture that is more than the sum of the parts, for each individual. In its more extreme 
form, working with people troubled by their past experiences (defended subjects), it uses the concepts of 
‘splitting’ to explain how an interviewee separates good from bad and denies the negative thereby 
escaping reality, and ‘depressive’ as a label describing an ability to moderate a viewpoint to merge good 
and bad in a realistic fashion. Hollway and Jefferson (ibid, p.152) believe that: ‘the meanings and 
underlying interviewees’ narratives are best accessed via links based on spontaneous association, rather 
than whatever consistency can be found in told narrative’. My view is that both are important and that 
increasing congruence signifies a shift towards a more ‘stable’ truth. 
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well as what is being said, allowing a free-association of ideas on behalf of the 

interviewee to highlight connections about which the interviewee may not be aware. 

Sometimes the important detail lies in the ordering of ideas, hesitations or incidental 

comments that the interviewee makes rather than the formal responses. In all cases, 

questions need to be very open to allow the interviewee to choose the interpretations 

although there are times when asking for an example of something can also make the 

situation more concrete. 

This approach uses psychosocial processes to draw out ideas and connections 

throughout a person’s life-experience that may be affecting how they operate in the 

present and how they rationalize their current lifestyle, and Rustin (2000, p.43) believes 

that such exploratory approaches can form the basis of ‘theoretical generalisation and 

abstraction’ allowing the ‘biographical turn’ to lead to theory creation. The approach 

originates from a very different ontological position than ‘mere’ conversation, or the 

‘active interviewing’ advocated by Holstein and Gubrium (1995) whereby interviewer 

and respondent together construct meaning; occupying a hybrid, possibly a critical 

realist position in seeking ‘shared truths’. The researcher is seen to be an important part 

of the interview process, using her skills to encourage the subject to talk freely, to go 

beyond the normative qualitative stance of ‘telling it like it is’ to probing the veracity of 

the account, exploring links and even challenging contradictions on occasion if she 

senses this may encourage further explanation rather than avoidance.8 

8 I used a number of counselling skills both instinctively and deliberately to clarify meaning in the 
interviews as confusion and hesitation occurred. 

This instantaneous responsiveness was possible because the students were already known to me, assisting 
the assimilation of their ideas and beliefs, leaving me capacity to listen in depth and respond as we talked. 

Strategies included: 
• effective and reflective listening, 
• uninterrupted silence,  
• empathetic gesture and expression, 
• non-verbal affirmation, 
• requesting concrete examples,  
• using sleeper questions to check on meaning, and 
• occasionally querying or challenging claims that lacked credibility.  

Such simple strategies are part of my normal tutoring, if not teaching, repertoire so students were 
accustomed to being so questioned and confronted. Thus, intervention helped to extend and clarify the 
accounts rather than distorting or extinguishing the dialogue. 
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On reflection this conversational but interventionist approach made sense as the 

students and I already had a good level of trust and shared understanding. My earlier 

relationship with the students had been friendly and relaxed, in the style of facilitator 

and bounded friendship rather than teacher and taught. Thus unless I imposed an 

unnatural formality on the proceedings - which when I did so, stultified the level of 

response - we were unlikely to function with a degree of detachment. Indeed to do so 

would be to deny the advantage of interviewing people already known to you - the very 

trust and familiarity which ethnographic observers work so hard to create when they 

enter the field. Such ‘involvement’ in the process directly contradicts the values of other 

research methods where the interviewer strives for detachment. For instance, the 

biographic-narrative-interpretive method (BNIM) like earlier positivist approaches tries 

to avoid all subjective involvement and sets up a three-stage procedure that allows no 

space for intuition (Wengraf, 2001).  

My method, in contrast, contained elements of realism (in seeking true interpretations) 

and constructivism (in developing shared understandings through conversation), a claim 

that breaches traditional epistemological divisions, most closely aligning with critical 

realism. In adopting such an approach there was a great need for sensitivity: the 

boundary between eliciting and distorting truths is a fine one and demonstrating that the 

researcher avoided ‘leading’ the interviews difficult. I can only state that, as a 

professional educator and an ethical researcher, respect for the students and the research 

process motivated me to avoid such an outcome. We can surmise that students might 

have talked more freely and honestly to an independent interviewer but it is equally 

possible that, without a pre-existing relationship, the women might have declined to be 

interviewed.  

Interview logistics 

Recognizing that being interviewed was an imposition, I strove to minimize the 

disruption to the students’ normal lives by offering a choice of time and location. Some 

elected to come into college, some to be interviewed in the workplace at the end of a 

session, but the majority invited me to their own homes, often at evenings, weekends or 

during holiday periods. This carried little risk as the students were known to me and 

were already approved to work with small children. It minimized disruption to their 
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lives as families could be accommodated within the process - the interview interrupted 

if domestic matters impinged. From my perspective, it meant that interviews took 

longer and that I had to be careful to respect the privacy of family members but this was 

not a problem and it left travel costs with me as was entirely appropriate. 

Interviews were taped on a portable machine with a multidirectional microphone bought 

specially to maximize quality of recording. At the start of the interviews students were 

asked if they were happy with the use of tape and given the option of note-taking 

instead. Although several were slightly nervous of the recorder all consented, in writing, 

to its use, and quickly forgot its presence. Although I also made some field notes as 

prompts and in case of malfunction, taping freed me to concentrate on the flow of the 

conversation and to check coverage against my schedule as the interview progressed. It 

was reassuring to know that I had a complete record of the interview that could be 

replayed to facilitate accurate transcription, and without this aural version I would not 

have been able to adopt conversation analysis techniques at a later stage or clearly 

identify the free-associations within the interview. 

Data processing 

Transcription 

The task of transcription was lengthy and arduous but its methodical nature, oddly 

satisfying. Initially I merely typed conversations verbatim but once I became aware of 

the interventionist role of the interviewer, recognized the need to indicate more closely 

the structures underpinning the words. Already aware of conversation analysis I was 

concerned that its somewhat mechanical application might take me into paradigms with 

which I disagreed. So rather than adopt the technique immediately I spent some time 

exploring its origins in ethnomethodology (Heritage, 1984; Psathas, 1995, Ten Have, 

1999), satisfying myself that I could accept the underpinning beliefs. Indeed, I 

recognized that its counter-intuitive nature (Silverman, 2006, p.222) validated its use in 

evidencing psychosocial interpretation, serving as a form of methodological 

triangulation. However, finding encoding fairly time-consuming, I decided to use it 

selectively, for places where the language alone did not convey the full meaning. 

Details of the coding used are attached (see appendix 3j). 
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Verification 

Much has been written about authority claims (see appendix 3k) but the accuracy of a 

small-scale research project like mine is determined by the assiduity and integrity of the 

investigator. In this particular project, based upon open interviews between researcher 

and students; recorded, transcribed and analysed by me alone; the scope for omission, 

alteration or contradiction was immense. Departure from an honest and careful 

depiction of the students’ views would have rendered the project meaningless for them 

and for me: an eventuality to be scrupulously avoided.  

There are procedures I could have used to ‘evidence’ my honesty and render it 

‘transparent’ but these are equally open to potential abuse and I have chosen instead to 

ask the reader to accept the probity of my motives and practices. I could have offered 

the transcripts to the students to read, but decided that would be unfair given that many 

were nervous, perhaps embarrassed, about being taped and, like D44, had agreed 

‘provided I don’t have to hear myself’. Being asked to read what they had said could 

have been equally daunting and might have led to retrospective revocations or changes 

that altered the veracity anyway. 

It is sometimes suggested that a trusted colleague be asked to listen to one or two 

interviews and verify their accuracy against the transcripts. Again I feel that this offers 

doubtful evidence of integrity as it would be very simple to select one or two tapes, 

transcribe them especially carefully and choose a colleague who would willingly sign a 

statement. The choice of guarantor lies with the researcher and I could have selected a 

meticulous worker if I wished or one who, liking an easy life, preferred to sign after 

very little effort. Any academic who shares marking and moderation processes will 

recognize that both types of colleague exist and many lie on a continuum between those 

two extremes. The guarantees offered would have been apparent rather than real: a 

procedural rather than a meaningful strategy. 

Instead, I chose to spend hours on transcription, listening repeatedly to indistinct 

episodes before, if necessary, using brackets to indicate breaks in the text. By this 

means I rendered the transcripts as accurate as possible, satisfying myself that the 

process had been rigorously completed. 
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Data reduction and analysis 

Faced with a mass of transcribed conversation,1 I was unsure how to make sense of it, 

and resorting to the research literature heightened my concerns as so many qualitative 

researchers stipulate that data collection and analysis ‘typically go hand in hand’ 

(Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p.151; similar sentiments in Bryman & Burgess, 1994b, 

p.11; Okeley, 1994, p32; Richards & Richards, 1994, p.149; Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, 

p.11). I had tried ‘anticipating the process of data analysis, at least in general terms’ 

(Mason, 2002, p.37) but this had not taken me much further than thinking about coding. 

I knew that I did not want to use a computer software package to analyse. Like Lincoln 

(in Charmaz, 2000, p.520) I believed that manual analysis aids sensitive interpretation: 

‘Why would you want to engage in work that connects you to the deepest part of human 

existence and then turn it over to a machine to “mediate”?’. I had long considered 

Polkinghorne’s debate comparing ‘analysis by narrative’ and ‘narrative analysis’ and 

knew that I wanted to try to bridge the dichotomies, neither fracturing the data into 

disconnected themes (Conrad, 1990 and Riessman, 1990; both in Charmaz, 2000, 

p.521), nor failing to analyse the material sufficiently to make it interesting to other 

readers, forgetting ‘who cares?’ (Clandinin & Connelly, 1994, p.424). I tried a number 

of means of codifying my data, considered writing biographical synopses or ‘cuentos’ 

(appendix 3l), designing more structured biographical blocks (appendix 3m), summary 

sheets (appendix 3n) and core concept documents (appendix 3o) before discarding them 

all as too complicated and too reductionist. 

With hindsight, I needed a period of adjustment before commencing analysis, finding 

like Hughes (1994, p.40) whose study was ethnographic, that immersion in the 

transcripts left me ‘almost too close to the data themselves to make any broader sense of 

them’. Psychologically, however, I needed to see progress to counteract my concerns 

about the immensity of the task before me. To balance these different needs, I decided 

to delay making decisions about thematic analysis until later and to carry out a 

systematic analysis of the questionnaires whilst re-reading the individual narratives, 

overtly concentrating on the statistical material but letting my mind ‘consider’ the 

biographical material in a more ‘recreational’ way. Consequently the initial analysis 

takes two very different forms. Firstly I present a detailed breakdown of the 

1 Some 500 pages of dense 12-point script. 



                                                                                                                                   
 

 

          

          

    

 

               

            

               

                  

            

            

             

             

             

            

          

    

 

              

         

          

           

            

           

         

          

          

                

             

         

            

               

             

               

57 Chapter 3: Strategies   

characteristics of the sample and its typicality in terms of the broader population. 

Secondly, I present two typologies derived holistically from the data, through the 

process of seeking patterns within the narratives. 

Eventually, I realized I that I would have to resort to ad hoc methods for the thematic 

analysis and that I needed to utilize my strengths. These students were individuals 

known to me not strangers and this gave me a framework on which to ‘paste’ new ideas, 

enabling me to carry in my head a lot of the data that I needed to analyse. In educational 

terms I had ‘expertise’ with regard to these students even though the interview material 

itself was newly gathered. The students and their actions in college were familiar to me 

but I had little prior knowledge of their childhoods, their families or their private 

thoughts. I was also interviewing many of the students several years after I had taught 

them and the time lapse together with the conversational nature of the material made 

both content and meaning less predictable; so, a large proportion of the data was 

genuinely ‘strange’ rather than ‘familiar’, facilitating a rigorous, impartial if not 

objective, analytical process. 

From my reading and from immersion in the data I had some understanding of the key 

themes and knew that I could sort material into expectations, practices and 

consequences, so I had to find systematic ways to explore these themes. Sometimes I 

collated material into separate files for preliminary analysis (for example the data 

answering the purposes question, appendix 5d) but more often I resorted to highlighting 

transcripts, or making lists and I always referred back to the entire transcript when 

discussing an individual’s story. In practice the material dictated what was possible. My 

attempts to summarize and analyse the data methodically, student by student or by 

theme, were simply unworkable. I already had too much data, adding summaries just 

increased the amount and whatever I left out seemed to be exactly what I needed when I 

came to write about an individual, necessitating a return to the original data. Writing 

summaries at that stage might actually have introduced unfounded assumptions rather 

than a close and accurate check against the transcripts. Summaries belonged to a later 

stage when, having written the thesis I needed to make decision as to how to make 

evidence available to the reader. I had to analyse through writing, refining my work as 

part of the process. Working on a computer is so flexible that I had no concerns about 
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leaving out key data as it is always possible to add, move or remove sections of data as 

their status becomes clearer during the analysis/writing process. I realized I was finding 

it impossible to separate the process of analysis from the process of writing and was 

adopting a method of analysing through writing as this forced me to search for and 

consider supporting and opposing evidence, to look in detail at the context and nuances 

within interviewees’ statements whilst also reflecting on my own feelings and 

interpretations. This was an efficient method of capturing multiple facets but created 

lengthy first drafts. 

Analysis through writing 

Like St Pierre (Richardson & St Pierre, 2005, p.970) I found that ‘thought happened in 

the writing’. The writing process allowed me simultaneously to record, assimilate and 

analyse data, to make connections and to formulate theory. I learned early in the 

research process that, for me, writing is an essential albeit a painful strategy at times but 

does clarify my thinking (see appendix 3p). My first attempts to handle large masses of 

material were dire – unstructured and unbalanced listings of facts, interesting concepts, 

and ‘examples’ that caught my imagination. However, this ‘freewriting’ (Elbow, 1973; 

in Murray, 2002) was an essential method helping me to focus as I am clearly a 

‘composer’ rather than a ‘transcriber’; a ‘think-while-you write’ rather than ‘think-then-

write’ person (Cafferella & Barnett, 2000). Consequently I wrote long and detailed 

chapters under the headings expectations, practices and consequences, exhaustively 

citing the evidence for each point raised, but able through this process to check for data 

saturation and, slowly, to reduce individual details into essential premises. Thus data 

reduction was achieved by a process of sorting, editing, summarizing and synthesizing 

with continual checking against questionnaire findings and transcripts, and frequent 

reference to my research diary.10 

Theorizing 

The typologies arose quite naturally from immersion in the data. My initial impressions 

needed some consideration and refinement but being holistically derived these 

categorizations were cohesive from the outset. The iterative process of reading new 

source material, rereading the data, and writing out new ideas allowed me to interpret 

10 An additional 80k words. 

https://diary.10


                                                                                                                                   
 

 

             

          

           

           

           

             

         

           

          

 
 

   
 

          

          

         

        

 
 

  
 

             

     

         

          

           

         

          

             

              

           

          

             

59 Chapter 3: Strategies   

the findings and then to relate them to existing theory, a process that was, in practice, 

very exciting. Struggling to separate views on education from comments about the 

workplace I suddenly realized that this difficulty was key to my understanding of the 

findings. The important links were not between the student and education but between 

student and a triangle comprised of education, family and workplace. Thus the notion of 

‘integrated lives’ became apparent, and later the recasting of this as a ‘capability set’. I 

really experienced a proverbial ‘eureka’ moment when the thesis began spontaneously 

to come together and my ‘unmotivated looking’ (Psathas, 1990, p.45; in Silverman, 

2005, p.38) yielded conclusions, suggesting that theorizing truly is an intuitive process. 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES FOR ANALYSIS 

Although the key theoretical framework for analysis is Amartya Sen’s ‘capability 

approach’ (1999) a number of secondary frameworks support the links between 

evidence and theory, particularly the notions of ‘greedy institutions’ and ‘agency’, of 

‘cognitive dissonance’ and ‘socialization’ and capital theory, particularly ‘social 

capital’. 

The capability approach 

The capability approach (CA) is a framework that was developed over a number of 

years by economist Amartya Sen (eg: 1985a, 1985b, 1987, 1992, 1995, 1999) 

sometimes in association with philosopher Martha Nussbaum (eg:1993) who also 

worked on the theory independently (eg: 1988, 1995a, 1995b, 2000). CA is an 

alternative framework conceptualizing choice, grounded in the belief that the right to 

choose belongs with citizens rather than external decision-makers. It also makes claims 

about the nature of the choice-making individual, in particular that their achievements 

should be ‘judged’ in terms of their own values and objectives ‘whether or not we 

assess them in terms of some external criteria’ (Sen, 1999, p.19). It is a liberal ideology 

recognizing the diversity of individuals and embracing the view that policies formulated 

to benefit the majority often perpetuate existing structural divisions in society as those 

most able to access and utilize resources continue to do so, excluding those that cannot. 



                                                                                                                                      
 

 

             

      

           

        

            

       

            

           

          

            

            

        

            

           

           

            

 

         

         

          

           

          

            

            

            

             

           

        

              

             

         

           

60 Chapter 3: Strategies 

To understand the capability approach it is necessary to consider what it stands against 

and Sen explains this himself in Development as Freedom (1999). Traditionally 

governments create policy to achieve ‘optimum’ outcomes but these are often derived 

from unrealistic assumptions. Under Classical Utilitarianism (after Bentham) policies 

aimed to maximize ‘utility’ by favouring the option believed to best benefit the 

majority. Later, economists totalled assumed ‘preferences’, to specify an optimum 

choice, the option it was believed the majority would choose for themselves. Seeking a 

fairer method, Libertarians advocated policy based upon people’s rights, but this too 

treated individuals as similar ‘units’. Sen recognized that ‘the effect of ignoring the 

interpersonal variations can, in fact, be deeply inegalitarian’ (1992, p.1) for it is what 

people can do with a resource, or its conversion, that matters not the resource itself. 

This is personalized information, not easily aggregated without distortion. Thus, the CA 

is an ‘ethically individualistic’ philosophy (Robeyns, 2008) as its ultimate concern is the 

well-being of the individual, a departure from collective attribution at society level and 

the normative focus on household units at local level that often obscures the deprivation 

of weaker family members, women, children, the elderly or the unwell. 

Sen’s initial interest lay in development economics so his arguments are politically 

orientated (eg: development as freedom) and illustrated by examples from poorer 

societies. Nevertheless, his terminology and the underpinning concepts have a practical 

application beyond this specialist usage. He describes the choices people make in terms 

of ‘functionings’ and ‘capabilities’, defining functionings as ‘the various things a person 

may value doing or being’ (that is, the options that they choose to realize), and 

‘capability’ as ‘the alternative combinations of functionings that are feasible for her to 

achieve’ (that is, the choices that are possible). Thus ‘realized’ functionings are ‘what a 

person is actually able to do’ and the capability set is ‘her real opportunities’ (1999, 

p.75). In policy terms, Sen sees capability formation as a new space for political 

intervention. If new initiatives support a broad range of options, individuals can decide 

for themselves what they want to do, benefiting from a greater sense of agency but also 

from choosing options that meet their needs. In focusing upon ‘freedoms’ rather than on 

basic resources (inputs) or outcomes (outputs) the capability approach recognizes the 

complexity of real lives and the constraints within which many people live, anticipating 
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the move away from the position that ‘equality of opportunity’ is commensurate with 

treating everyone the same. 

Sen’s approach opens up the conceptual space in a way that is helpful. The CA is 

deliberately ‘incomplete’ to allow people to decide their own values, a decision 

attributed to a mixture of ‘liberalism and pragmatism’ that prevents Sen ‘filling out a 

list of functionings and the corresponding capabilities in his theoretical defences of the 

CA’ 11 (Qizilbash, 2008, pp.63-64), signalling a ‘plurality’ that supports ‘genuine 

choices’ (Unterhalter & Walker, 2007, p.251). The capability approach also refutes the 

economic instrumentalism underpinning contemporary society, for Sen focuses on 

people rather than the measurable. His conception of the standard of living is essentially 

broader than economic necessity, for he claims that ‘commodities are no more than 

means to other ends’ and that ‘ultimately the focus has to be on what life we lead and 

what we can or cannot do, can or cannot be’ (Sen, 1987, p.16). Thus, his work 

challenges current notions of performative measurement for he favours uncertainty over 

simplistic statistical generalization: ‘Why must we reject being vaguely right in favour 

of being precisely wrong?’ (1987, p.34). 

My endorsement of this viewpoint is not to rebut the many attempts to operationalize 

the approach (see Comim, Qizilbash & Alkire, 2008) but to advocate for this remaining 

‘freedom-centred’ (Sen, 1999, p.24) rather than ‘tantamount to quantification or 

narrowing of informational spaces’ (Comim, 2008, p.158). 

Social capital 

As with the capability approach, social capital, a conceptualization ‘curiously 

undeveloped’ by Bourdieu, subjected to ‘empirical scrutiny’ and definition by Coleman, 

and ‘popularized’ by Putnam (Schuller, Baron & Field, 2000, pp.5,8), seeks to 

‘reintroduce a normative dimension into a debate dominated by bloodless technical 

11 From a philosophical stance, however, Nussbaum had no such inhibition. In 1995 she created a 
universal list of central human capabilities, ‘meant to be both tentative and open-ended’, ‘put out to 
generate debate’ (Nussbaum, 1995b p.80). To date there are a growing number of such ideal-theoretical 
lists eg: Alkire, 2002; Narayan & Petesch, 2002; Robeyn, 2003; Unterhalter & Brighouse, 2003; Bozalek, 
2004; Walker, 2006; in addition to Flores-Crespo’s (2001) list of functionings (see Walker, 2006a, 
p.131). 



                                                                                                                                      
 

 

      

            

         

          

           

           

          

            

          

            

        

          

  

 

            

         

              

            

         

            

               

         

    

 

 

 

62 Chapter 3: Strategies 

discussions, epitomized by hyper-mathematical econometrics’ (ibid, p.14). Categorized 

by Coleman (1988, p.S119) as a combination of ‘obligations and expectations, which 

depend on trustworthiness of the social environment, information-flow capability of the 

social structure, and norms accompanied by sanctions’ and by Putnam (2000, pp.19) in 

terms of ‘connections among individuals - social networks and the norms of reciprocity 

and trustworthiness’ but also with a dark side that can manifest as ‘sectarianism, 

ethnocentrism, corruption’ (ibid, p.22); the contemporary interest in social capital is 

construed as another attempt to move away from ‘the excesses of individualism’ and a 

‘revalorization of social relationships in political discourse, after a period of harsh 

dismissal of them in the face of globalized market relationships’ (Schuller, Baron & 

Field 2000, p.13), and therefore, unlike the stridently instrumental configuration of 

human capital, offers a supporting concept through which to filter the interpersonal 

consequences of education. 

As frameworks for analysis, ‘capital’ describes assets that exist and ‘can be mobilised to 

yield returns’ whereas ‘capability’ describe states that may be achieved, potential ‘doing 

and beings’ that education may be in a position to realize for an individual (Schuller, 

Bynner & Feinstein, 2004); thus for a study of adult education it is the notion of 

capability and its achievable functionings that offers the more flexible framework for 

analysis. Good practice in pedagogy focuses on the ‘process’ as well as the final 

‘product’ and so too does this research. We shall see in the next chapter how overt and 

more covert analytical processes develop substantive research outcomes in the 

discussion of typicality and typologies. 



   
 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

Chapter 4 

PATTERNS WITHIN THE NARRATIVES: TYPICALITY 
AND TYPOLOGY 

Moving beyond the contextual and methodological frameworks, this chapter begins an 

interpretation of the empirical findings.  It serves two quite different purposes, but both 

are concerned with categorizing the characteristics of the research participants in order 

to assist the process of making sense of the data. Firstly, the chapter considers 

typicality; whether we can ‘generalize’ from the findings. Secondly, it looks at diversity 

and commonality within the data, finding two distinctive typologies. 

The discussion of typicality addresses the question ‘who cares’ postulated by Clandinin 

and Connelly (1994), reformulating it as ‘why should they care?’. By comparing sample 

to population characteristics and considering links to the wider society I suggest that the 

findings may have implications beyond the study cohort. ‘They’ should care because, as 

we shall see, many women could be constructing their life-styles in similar or parallel 

ways and this has consequences for individuals, for families, and for the broader 

community; impacting, too, on educational and workplace policy with regard to the 

childcare sector. 

To assess typicality, I discuss the personal attributes and aspirations of the study cohort 

in relation to life-experiences and education, drawing upon information extracted from 

the background questionnaires and comparing the characteristics of the sample of 33 

with the population of 150 students. The previous chapter stressed the iterative nature of 

the processes of sample selection, participant contact, interview structuring and 

preliminary analysis and discussed the hetero/homogeneity of the student body in 

general terms. In this chapter, I demonstrate how the seemingly homogenous nature of 

the student groups, in terms of sociological identifiers, masks a range of distinctive 

backgrounds, opinions and achievements once one starts to examine individual 

biographies in depth by analysing students’ accounts of their own life experiences. 

Chapter 3 also commented on the decision to cross-cut the selection by as many 

variables as possible, for example: age, qualification levels, family background, 

ethnicity, type of workplace, and length of employment in the childcare sector. The 



                                                                                                                
    

 

            

          

           

             

 

           

            

             

          

           

       

           

          

          

          

            

             

             

 

             

          

          

           

                

            

          

           

            

           

        

          

       

 

64 Chapter 4: Typicality and typologies 

current chapter takes a retrospective stance, and seeking to check for internal validity, 

analyses the final selection to determine to what extent this was successfully achieved 

before considering the overall level of generalizability. In practice, just how typical of 

the study cohort of 150 is the sample of 33 students who were interviewed? 

Secondly, but still interested in analysing students by type, I present two typologies 

deriving from an holistic consideration of the interview data and contemplate their value 

as an explanatory tool. These typologies do not claim to be definitive: rather they are 

communicative tools to assist the processes of theorization. The narrative interview, in 

empathetic hands, yields a series of rich and thickly descriptive texts which in 

themselves make interesting reading. More importantly, this biographical approach 

brings the passage of time into the analysis, registering the cumulative nature of 

experience and the contextualized nature of the present. However, to move beyond mere 

representation requires some means of simplifying and grouping the data to facilitate 

the processes of understanding and interpretation and, later, to permit dissemination of 

the findings. In this chapter the focus is on patterns within the narratives rather than 

cross-narrative themes and I have found the creation of typologies a useful tool to 

display and communicate the variety of the data and to identify the subsets within it.  

In moving from typicality to typology within the same chapter my text reveals the 

greater depth of interpretation possible from detailed qualitative research compared to 

the level of information elicited from semi-structured questionnaires, and favours the 

deeper approach. The study is concerned to understand a specific student group rather 

than with external validity as I believe that the real value of a study of 33 students lies 

in the detailed and individualized insights it offers. Any grouping of interviewees is an 

explanatory tool rather than an absolute categorization, and further attribution of 

characteristics to a larger population is of secondary importance. Nevertheless I do 

compare the characteristics of the sample to those of the entire cohort, identifying 

parallels between the two that suggest my findings could offer insight into the 

experiences of other groups of women FE students and, so, may have a broader 

relevance. However, time and cost constraints place the verification of this suggestion 

beyond the boundaries of the current research project. 
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TYPICALITY 

Sample to population 

In order to ascertain the levels of similarity and difference between the overall cohort 

and the study sample it was necessary to undertake a detailed analysis of the 

questionnaires that all participants completed. The data was coded and summarized, an 

activity assisted by my emerging awareness of themes within the interviews. Totals 

were turned into percentages to permit comparison between the population and sample 

data. The raw data and comparative totals are attached as appendices 4a to 4e (see table 

4.1). Appendices 4a and 4b summarize the raw data and appendix 4c expresses the 

cohort data as raw totals and as percentages. Appendix 4d presents the statistical 

summaries to allow a quantitative comparison of the sample and cohort and this is 

displayed graphically in appendix 4e. Thus appendices 4d and 4e are the most 

informative for comparative purposes. The statistics are presented to support my claim 

that the sample does indeed reflect the qualities evident within the entire population but 

as my main interest is in the students’ perspectives not their typicality, I make no 

attempt to test the sample data for significance, having no desire to ‘prove’ this 

similarity conclusively. 

Table 4.1: Guide to quantitative comparative material in Appendix 4 

Appendix Content 
4a Key to the questionnaire summaries, listing the codes used to identify types 
4b Summaries of questionnaire data grouped to counter differences in cohort size 

(embedding the interview sample in the population data) 
Summaries of questionnaire data isolating the interview sample 

4c Characteristics of the cohort (grouped by sub-table, totals expressed as %) 
4d Relationships: characteristics of the population and sample (raw totals and %) 
4e Visual comparison of population and sample data (parallel bar graphs by 

question, %) 

Given the difficulties using percentage calculations with small cohorts where one or two 

students can skew the figures, I was surprised myself by the overall degree of fit 

between the sample and population. In terms of place and type of work, in both groups, 

approximately half of the students worked in pre-schools, about 10% in schools, around 

6 to 7% in day nurseries, and slightly more than 10% in other related fields. In terms of 
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employment there was a similar broad fit with about half of the participants in both 

groups working as supervisors or more senior managers, approximately a fifth as 

assistants, a significant number (12 to 18%) as teaching assistants, and 12% no longer 

working in the field of childcare. 

Perhaps these similarities explain the coincidence of salary patterns. Within both 

groups, between 26 to 29% of participants earned between £4-6k with an additional 

14% earning less than £3k, and a significant number between £7-9k. The sample did, 

however, include a greater than average number of those at the higher end of the salary 

scale; also a greater number of existing graduates (24% rather than 14%). This probably 

reflects my interest in categorizing students by outcome, as that tended to favour those 

who had moved into new, and often better-paid, jobs. I did not explore the links 

between hours worked and salary earned in detail for either population or sample, as 

discussion with the current student cohort revealed the complexity involved in analysing 

part-time earnings. The student consultation revealed that some were paid by the hour, 

some were paid monthly (but this could be over 10, 11 or 12 months depending upon 

how settings handled holiday pay and national insurance), and many complemented 

their earnings with related work in holiday clubs and childminding. I had no simple 

method of establishing what each student had included in her calculation for the 

questionnaire, so determined only to analyse the data for the current cohort (see later).  

The overall view is that earnings are low and that hours worked were similar between 

sample and overall population. Around a fifth of staff worked between 15-19 hours a 

week, and an additional fifth between 20-24 hours per week; surely a reflection of the 

length of the typical school day. The percentage working between 25-29 hours a week 

dropped to 7-8%, but, overall in both groups a further 20% of workers were employed 

for 30 to 40 hours a week; the childless and those who worked from home or whose 

own children were old enough to occupy themselves after school. The cohort and 

sample differ in the number of students who work less than 10 hours but this can be 

explained by the exclusion of the two most recent class groups from the interview 

sample. It is the volunteers and newly involved students who tend to work few hours; 

perhaps just the 5 hours required for the practical element of the course. 
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On enrolment, the majority of the students in both groups were between 30 and 45 years 

of age, but the sample did not fully represent the age distribution within or either side of 

these ages. For some unknown reason (possibly connected to life-stage and access) the 

sample included a disproportionate number (42% rather than 27%) of women between 

30 and 34 years of age. It also included more women with 2 children at the expense of 

those with 1 or 3, again possibly a reflection of accessibility for interview. Despite this 

difference both groups comprised 70% of women with children at primary level and a 

lesser but significant weighting towards under fives and then secondary school 

demonstrating a temporal link between childcare work and parenting so the overall 

distribution is similar if not statistically parallel. Marital status was similar for both 

groups, only a very small minority of either group were single (13% and 9%) or 

separated (5% and 3%) so ‘married’ accounted for 79% and 88% with the sample more 

skewed towards the married. In terms of ethnicity, both population (85%) and sample 

(91%) are predominately ‘white British’. In selecting the sample I did manage to 

include two students who categorized themselves as ‘black other’ but failed to include 

any non-British ‘white European’ students in the group, an oversight that I regret and 

that only became statistically significant when I analysed the questionnaires. It would 

appear that, over the years, I have trained a number of Europeans whose excellent 

English language skills have disguised their cultural heritage and statistically I should 

have interviewed one of them. 

In terms of motivation more than two thirds of both groups mentioned seeking a 

relevant qualification; not surprising, given the nature of the course and the general 

interest in qualifications at societal levels. Around a third of students in each group 

made a personal decision to study. Slightly less than a third were meeting their pre-

schools’ needs, less than 10% responding to their pre-schools’ encouragement to study. 

Student expectations centred around four key characteristics. Confidence, knowledge, 

improved practice and vocational development were all deemed important by roughly 

half of the participants in population and sample, with social contact mentioned by a 

further 7 to 9%. Other categories included 6% wanting to go on to teaching and more 

than 5% wanting to study for its own sake. A small number of individuals mentioned 

wanting to improve their knowledge of English language and practices, a few wished to 

get more involved in the community, to develop skills, or to open a childcare business. 
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Only 5% of the cohort mentioned the desire to earn a higher salary as a course 

expectation, suggesting that money is not the key motivation for qualifying or working 

in childcare. Indeed when selecting reasons for choosing childcare as an occupation, 

only about a third of both cohort and sample claimed that their salary was important to 

the family income. About 20 % found it not important, leaving approximately 45% who 

saw it not significant enough to mention. 

Confidence was claimed as an expectation by about half the participants, and as a 

consequence by about half too. Some students claimed it in both sections, some only in 

one or the other, so there is nothing to suggest that these percentages can be totalled, but 

every indication of similarity between population and sample. Consequences claimed 

for the course were roughly parallel for the population and the sample with confidence 

the most significant reason, vocational development claimed by between 20 and 30%, 

and knowledge around 15% for each group. 10 to 12% claimed to have discovered a 

liking for education for its own sake and between 6 and 8% claimed an improvement in 

working practices1. 

There are other striking similarities between the population and sample, particularly 

surprising given that these do not relate to career options. In both groups 75% of 

workers valued the convenient hours (74% cohort, 75.8% sample), and slightly more 

than 80% expressed a liking for children (82% cohort, 81.8% sample); figures that are 

very close indeed. Other reasons are less close statistically - with differentials of around 

10-12% - but still run in parallel. About half see the work as a natural progression from 

having their own children, just less than half like to work in the local community, 

around half see it as their chosen career, and a lesser percentage traced their vocational 

1 Whilst the clear parallels between sample and cohort are valid, to draw conclusions from a comparison 
of expectations and consequences would be misleading. The figures for confidence are roughly equal 
demonstrating the importance this holds for the students. The comparative percentages for knowledge, 
improved practice and vocational development however, crudely interpreted, might (wrongly) suggest 
that the Diploma failed to meet expectations. However, later chapters will demonstrate that students 
enjoyed the course and felt that they learned a great deal. 

The disparity in the figures demonstrates the danger inherent in making statistical comparisons between 
data not collected for such purposes. The question used (Q3, appendix 3e) alongside a more general 
interpretation of the responses to the open questions was very loosely worded, asking ‘How did studying 
in college affect/influence your life and work choices (if at all)?’ and students responded minimally in 
terms of occupational and other major changes rather than focusing on the detail clearly expressed in the 
qualitative data. 



                                                                                                                
  

 

             

           

            

           

             

       

 

  
  

            

             

             

             

           

           

         

            

 

          

          

            

         

           

           

              

           

            

           

            

             

                                                
           

              
               

        

69 Chapter 4: Typicality and typologies 

confidence to their own parenting experience. Overall, less than a fifth took a childcare 

job because it was offered, suggesting that four fifths actively sought such work. 

Indeed, less than 15% chose the work for negative reasons like lack of transport, 

qualifications or confidence to do anything else. Overall, both cohort and sample reveal 

a pattern of people working in childcare because it is convenient and because they want 

to; not because they can do nothing else2. 

Wider generalizability 

Given the clear parallels between the sample and the population it is possible that my 

findings could have a more general application. Investigating such a claim in detail lies 

outside the boundaries of the current work but it is nevertheless useful to consider 

whether the research participants are a unique group or representative of a larger section 

in society. Making such a judgement accurately would be a complex task, and an ill-

considered attempt could, ironically leave my work open to the concerns I express 

elsewhere, that one should not assume congruence between people’s habitus and their 

beliefs and choices. Nevertheless, generalizability can be considered in broad terms. 

Considered as FE students, this group represents a minority, particularly with the 

successive financial cuts in adult education during the study period. Increasingly FE 

colleges are concentrating on vocational courses for 16-19 year olds together with the 

hybrid Diplomas. Some, the mixed-economy colleges, are also seeking to expand their 

HE programmes, retaining access courses as a consequence but these courses attract a 

broad range of students, male and female. Adult vocational training is highly sectorized 

and the childcare students likely to have very little in common with either the motor 

mechanic or construction courses that attract a predominantly male enrolment or the 

neutral or more ‘female’ courses. Hair and beauty, and leisure and tourism tend to 

attract younger women; courses like office management, focusing on ‘support’ roles in 

industry and espousing values like efficiency and time management do not recruit a 

large number of mature applicants on day time courses, although the picture may be 

2 Exceptionally the statistics reveal an imbalance in the sampling of participants with no experience in 
childcare prior to having their own family. 16% pf the cohort fit this category and only 3% are 
represented in the sample. This was not an intentional bias but does support the later analytical focus on 
women who drift from parent to helper to worker. 
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different on short courses in the evenings. Thus we cannot extrapolate from the research 

participants to FE students in general. 

We can, however, consider the data for women working in childcare and know from the 

Thomas Coram Research Unit/Institute of Education analysis of the Labour Force 

Survey (Simon et al, 2007) that between 2001 and 2005 there were 280,000 persons 

classified as childcare workers, 51,000 of whom were described as playgroup workers. 

The report reveals strong similarities between the characteristics of the general childcare 

workforce and the study group.3. The aggregated figures included in table 4.2 

demonstrate that my cohort was quite typical in being predominantly white, female, 

middle-aged, under-qualified and poorly paid. My cohort was characterized by higher 

incidences of marriage and co-residence with children and consequently of working less 

hours per week suggesting that we might have a more valid comparison if the 28% of 

workers under 25 (or 16% of the subcategory playgroup workers) were excluded. 

Table 4.2: Characteristics of the childcare workforce in England 

Overall numbers 280,000 in total. 128,000 nursery nurses, 51,000 playgroup workers, 
101,000 childminders and related occupations. 

Gender & ethnicity ‘overwhelmingly female and white’, 98% female, 95% white 
Age ‘on average, they were aged 35 years’ (28% under 25, 59% 25-49 

years) 
Marital status 52% married/cohabiting, 38% single, 1% widowed, 6% divorced, 3% 

separated 
Parental status 50% are co-residing with children 
Mean annual income £7,963 per annum 
Mean hourly pay £5.72 per hour, £6.24in non-private sector 
Mean working hours 29 hours per week 
Work pattern 50% work part-time 
Qualification levels 5% graduate, 25% level 3 and above, 40% recent work-related training 
Occupational status Two-thirds worked in the private sector, 90% have permanent jobs but 

lowest rates of continuous employment in the care sectors (63 months) 
Disability status Only 3% with work-limiting disability, 9% with other type of disability 

Source: Labour Force Survey 2001-05 data, from Simon et al (2007) Working Together: Volume 1, Thomas Coram 
Research Unit, Institute of Education, University of London. 

3 Table 4.2 considers only the data for the period 2001-05 as the Simon report describes the LFS findings 
for 1997-99 as skewed by the inclusion of dinner ladies in the childcare figures. I have elected to consider 
the general statistics for childcare staff rather than the figures relating to playgroup workers as the former 
report on a cohort of 278, whereas only 50 specifically worked in playgroups, a sample even smaller than 
my own and one that also included play work and after-school carers, so was not strictly comparable. 
Indeed, since the definitions of childcare are very generalized and the survey studied very small cohorts I 
have made no attempt to reclassify my data to better fit the divisions used in the LSF, deeming a 
statistical comparison too unreliable. 



                                                                                                                
  

 

             

           

             

 
 

 
          

          

             

           

           

           

         

           

        

 

          

            

          

         

           

          

      

 

         

            

              

         

              

           

              

         

     

71 Chapter 4: Typicality and typologies 

Thus it is credible that my findings have some level of applicability to the general 

childcare workforce and certainly to other mature women trainees but whether they 

relate to a proportion of the 51,000 or to a larger figure is debatable. 

TYPOLOGIES 

The typologies offer a different way of considering generalizability, a means of 

identifying broadly recurring patterns rising above the more localized differences within 

the data. They are holistically derived, arising from my immersion in the data and only 

identified after periods of intense reflection on the transcripts. Certain students acted in 

ways that stood out, drawing attention to styles of behaviour or outcomes that were 

found to have a more general validity, and allowing the identification of commonalities 

and contrasts within and between the narratives. The identification of salient 

characteristics was an iterative process involving recurrent reading of the interviews to 

test people against categories, categories against people, seeking an optimum fit.  

In theory typologies should be both mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive and 

this was achieved only when I realized that I was identifying two distinctive patterns 

within the sample and therefore needed two different typologies (see table 4.3). Firstly 

students could be grouped according to occupational outcome, their engagement with 

childcare as a career. Secondly there were patterns in the way they approached career 

decisions, patterns that related to general dispositions, that became visible in the more 

biographical sections of the interviews. 

Category attribution required a combination of direct and indirect evidence. Sometimes, 

with the occupational typology, a student clearly stated an intention or affiliation eg: ‘I 

just fell into childcare’ or ‘I worked as a hairdresser for ten years’. At other times a 

broader analysis was necessary to determine significance. For example, when over a 

period of six years a student had five unrelated casual jobs this was taken to indicate a 

lack of an identifiable career structure prior to entering childcare. With the attitudinal 

typology it was necessary to seek out a range of supporting evidence as claims for 

particular dispositional characteristics could only be deemed valid if consistently 

present in a narrative. 
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Table 4.3: Taxonomy of typologies 

Occupational 
typologies 

Outcome-related categories: 

Sampler One who drifted into childcare, found it lacking and quickly moved on 
Stager One who found childcare work convenient when the children were small 
Settler One who chose childcare as a career after experiencing a range of alternatives 
Switcher One who chose childcare as an alternative career to a previous one 
Step-upper One using childcare work to access an associated, better paid position/career 

Attitudinal 
typologies 

Process-related categories: 

Accepter One with a relaxed, opportunistic approach; a reactive decision-maker 
Agonizer One who reflects intensely before making decisions; may analyse guilt 
Accumulater  One who steadily acquires qualifications & experiences; maybe with a focus  
Asserter One with goal-oriented behaviour; a striver to ‘get on’ 

In this chapter, the different typologies are examined in progressive detail. Firstly I 

build upon the definitional criteria of table 4.3 by describing the different categories in 

more detail to facilitate a theoretical appreciation of their qualities. Secondly I select a 

typical student from each category and demonstrate how she fits into a main (and 

secondary) category, thereby linking the theory to the empirical data. To analyse 

biographies in this way I first had to construct a representative narrative using the 

students’ own words. Thirdly, to explore the wider generalizability of the typologies 

within my data, I direct the reader’s attention to appendix 4f that contains interview 

extracts from all 33 transcripts to demonstrate how it was possible to allocate nearly all 

of these students to specific categories.  

Only in a very few (identified) cases was it difficult to make definitive attributions; 

usually when student lives were at a point of change making it impossible to make an 

attribution until they had themselves decided the direction they were going to take next. 

In making such a statement I recognize that, despite the exclusivity of the categories, 

individual students can change category if they alter their beliefs, behaviour or work-

practices. Indeed, it must be understood that students may move from one category to 

another over time and it is for that reason that, where possible, I have chosen to discuss 

examples from the earlier cohorts where the commitment, or lack of it, is more visible. 

When analysing the entire interview sample, there are people who are currently ‘resting’ 

between jobs; those caught at a time of flux where it is impossible to guess where and if 

they will move on; and some individuals, like I137, who demonstrate a mix of 



                                                                                                                
  

 

        

            

            

              

            

           

     

 
 

 
 

        

         

   

 
  

            

            

          

              

             

                  

            

          

            

 

 

             

            

          

            

          

          

       

73 Chapter 4: Typicality and typologies 

characteristics. In relation to childcare she displays characteristics of a stager, doing the 

course ‘while I’m at home trying to have another baby, sort of thing’. However, on 

viewing her entire employment career she is a sampler, who during one period of her 

life had settled to a career but not in childcare. Were my interview data questionnaire-

derived and/or used as a basis for classification and quantification as in many of the 

larger-scale projects such nuances would be lost behind a best-fit categorization and the 

rich narratives reduced to less-than-accurate statistical indicators.  

Occupational typologies 

The ‘outcomes’ categories were determined from students’ employment history pre- 

and post- Diploma. Looking behind the definitions, the significant characteristics are 

consistency, commitment and achievement.  

Samplers 

These are people who experienced working in childcare, found that it did not suit them, 

and swiftly moved on to something else. Often but not always, students drifted into the 

work because it was available, often because friends were already so employed. 

Reasons for not settling ranged from the personal (‘I’ve got a very weak stomach’) and 

concerns about the money (‘I’m worth more than £6 an hour’) to feeling undervalued 

(‘it would have been nice if they said “yes you do work hard” ’), so for the most part 

were negatively associated with childcare. The core criteria for this category is that the 

students had never really developed a commitment to childcare, because negative 

opinions were at times voiced by other students who nevertheless decided to remain in 

the field. 

Stagers 

These students set out with the intention of finding, or recognized the convenience of, 

work that accommodated their own children’s and families’ needs in terms of hours and 

holidays. Verbally or practically they made it clear that childcare work was a short-term 

option and that, once their children, collectively, were older, they intended to find other 

means of earning their living. Sometimes they returned to earlier occupations, 

sometimes they sought new areas. Working in childcare was therefore defined as 

something to do while the children were little.  



                                                                                                                
    

 

          

             

             

             

           

           

         

            

     

 

             

           

          

       

            

            

              

 

              

              

          

 
 

   
 

        

         

 
  

             

            

             

74 Chapter 4: Typicality and typologies 

Settlers 

Students placed in this category demonstrated an underlying permanence in their choice 

of childcare as a form of unemployment. They were usually aware of but showed a 

degree of acceptance of the career’s limitations. Most settlers had tried a range of 

different jobs prior to entering childcare and appeared to be ready to establish a 

childcare career. Settlers may move from one setting to another but they do so 

opportunistically rather than striving to ‘get on’. Some decide to study further to 

broaden their possible childcare careers maybe even considering progress into teaching 

or management at a later date (becoming step-uppers) but these changes are approached 

in a calm and considered manner. 

Switchers 

These students also appear to have adopted a childcare career but unlike the settlers they 

have previously experienced a different career path and are choosing to change 

direction. They have other viable options. Sometimes the student described a very 

definite career progression, sometimes they had undertaken significant prior training, 

sometimes they strongly identified with a particular career eg: ‘I worked in the police 

force as a civilian’. Occasionally the duration of a particular type of work was relevant 

eg: ‘Seven years of that [insurance in the City] is enough for most people’. 

Step-uppers 

These are people who have stayed in childcare or closely related fields but have made 

an identifiable ‘leap’ into a better paid job with an annual salary nearer to the national 

norms and clearly defined terms and conditions, line management and career routes. 

Attitudinal typologies 

Within the process-related categories, accepters and asserters occupy extreme positions; 

agonizers swing either way, while accumulaters move forwards systematically. 

Accepters 

These people project a feeling of calmness. They are neither striving to move forward or 

worrying about direction, merely taking life as it comes. Some demonstrate a higher 

degree of agency than others, navigating a possible path to a possible goal but without 



                                                                                                                
  

 

          

           

            

      

 
  

          

             

          

             

              

         

         

              

      

 
  

        

            

          

       

           

              

           

            

           

           

                

             

                 

           

           

            

                

75 Chapter 4: Typicality and typologies 

the sense of urgency or manipulation demonstrated by the asserters. Others react 

opportunistically to openings that arise. Some of the accepters’ attitudes verge on the 

fatalistic, taking a path of minimum resistance, perhaps with a view to becoming more 

goal-oriented when the children are older (eg. A9). 

Agonizers 

This is an intermediate category of students who may display characteristics of either 

group as they swing from one viewpoint to another in an attempt to make and, 

retrospectively, to justify decisions. There is an element of instability in their decision-

making processes that for some may be quite inhibiting but for others may permit a 

degree of lateral thinking, even streaks of genius at times. This is not a term intended to 

have critical connotations but to convey complexity. Agonizers think deeply about 

issues, are very self-reflective, and concerned to understand the significance of their 

own actions and those of other people. Agonizers vary with regard to how well they can 

resolve issues and move forward. 

Accumulaters 

Accumulaters, in contrast, systematically collect qualifications or improve their job 

prospects without too much agonizing. They are often lifelong learners and their chosen 

pathways may be eclectic or structured depending upon inclination, motivation and the 

opportunities presented. This category represents the entire spectrum of learners from 

the less able who dutifully collect basic qualifications, GCSEs and perhaps a selection 

of short course attendance certificates in my case study (eg: A2), and those who cannot 

stop studying (A8). The categories relate to students’ approaches to career and studying 

not to any hidden personal crises. For instance, I categorize H112 as an accumulater as 

she demonstrates an open approach to learning that appears straightforward. Within her 

childcare career she is definitely collecting any and every possible certificate, indeed 

she has recently attained teaching assistant (TA) levels 2 and 3 and plans to do level 4, 

also a range of short specialist courses. H112 is ensuring that: ‘should I want to move 

on::: and get a better wage which I deserve, I will be able to do it’. Without the 

remainder of her narrative interview we would be unaware of the understated stresses 

affecting her daily life. The consequences of a vicious attack and the subsequent 

agoraphobia are barriers to learning that she struggles to overcome each day not the 

basis for the classification. She is not an agonizer in the sense that I define the category 



                                                                                                                
    

 

            

         

           

 
  

           

           

        

           

        

       

          

             

            

               

      

 
 

 
 

 
            

           

             

          

          

            

             

               

           

 

           

           

             

76 Chapter 4: Typicality and typologies 

because she is very forward-looking and employs strategies that enable her to achieve 

her chosen goals. If anything, at times she displays some asserter tendencies and 

perhaps this is why she is able to maintain a positive outlook. 

Asserters 

These students are goal-oriented. Most are determined to ‘get on’ and have taken every 

opportunity to do so. This manifests in a number of different ways: proactively seeking 

the next promotion, challenging authority, or sometimes, manipulating circumstances to 

bypass people standing in their way. Overall, there is a sense of unfulfilled ambition and 

a determination to shape their surroundings to create new opportunities for themselves. 

Successful asserters are highly motivated individuals who measure themselves against 

other people and use this information to better themselves. They make childcare work 

for them, plan ahead, and carve out careers for themselves rather than waiting for 

opportunities to present themselves. In defining this category I am not concerned with 

outcomes in terms of pay and job status but in the processes by which the individuals 

determine their own career paths. 

Individual narratives 

Samplers 

G107 is a very definite sampler of childcare work. This is an occupation that she tries, 

finds frustrating, and rejects. The sampling pattern can also be seen in her earlier 

approaches to life, as she has drifted into one activity after another without making a 

long-term commitment. There is, however, a strong ‘caring’ theme that underpins all 

her work. She repeatedly seeks a Utopian society where people matter more than 

budgets, possibly because of her own educational experiences in a ‘dame’ school and 

later a rough secondary where no-one cared enough. Her story is a restless one, for she 

is a person who seeks more than life has given her. She is very reflective, demonstrating 

agonizer characteristics, but sufficiently self-aware to assert herself on occasion. 

Disliking retail work she remedied her earlier educational deficits, and demonstrated a 

surprising survival instinct, by forging her father’s signature to procure a college place 

to study for ‘O’ and ‘A’ levels. She then proceeded to a degree. All her decision-making 
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processes reveal a ‘trial and error’ structure. She tried three FE colleges before finding 

one that was right; and enrolled on two separate degree courses before graduating 

successfully, following advice to study history rather than her own inclination to study 

sociology. 

G107 drifted into work in a job centre (having applied for work as a cleaner) and, given 

responsibility for long-term unemployed, sex offenders, and ex-servicemen, turned this 

into a caring role, holding jobs back for the needy and visiting them at home 

(unofficially!) to inform them of new opportunities. When Restart interviews made this 

work less people-friendly she took a job in a centre for adults with learning difficulties, 

again becoming disillusioned when financial cuts and the ‘push to get people more out 

into the community’ altered the nature of the work. Family and relationship issues led to 

further moves, in both employment and geographical terms. She tried escort work 

bussing children with special educational needs to school, and then began to work in an 

after-school club. This was a reactive decision: she was ‘really at a loss and a friend 

along the road said how they needed an extra person where she worked’. Personal 

circumstances enforced a further geographical move and seeking work, she ‘ended up 

doing the same job here’. The after-school club experience led to work in pre-school 

and for a while she ‘did the two jobs together’, giving up the after-school club when she 

became unhappy with their working practices. However, she finds the paperwork ‘really 

stressful’ and no longer wants to work in the group as ‘humanity gets lost’ when the 

focus is on observing and documenting children rather than educating and caring for 

them. 
But I feel that I have come to a dead end now in the job at the playgroup because I just 
feel it is drudgery now. 

She plans to move into gardening after her next house move rather than childcare. 

Some of G107’s restlessness stems from the recent loss of both parents. Nevertheless 

she is someone who thinks deeply about issues and cares immensely for others. She 

admits ‘it’s horrible to think about your past’ but her rationalization of her life story 

shows that she has done this in detail and analytically. Perhaps because she cares so 

deeply she finds it difficult to find a permanent niche in our far-from-perfect world. 
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Stagers 

The clearest exponent is D45 who says of pre-school work, ‘I’d always given myself 

five years’. She makes it clear that her childcare work centred round her own children’s 

needs: 

I gave up work so I could be at home to look after the children. That was more important 
than earning money. 

Despite D45’s intention it is clear that her actual decision to move on was triggered by 

her home and work situation. She explains that her husband’s redundancy was making 

life ‘tricky’ and hints at problems within the workplace centring on her preference for 

playing with the children rather than managing the setting. For her, early years work 

‘was becoming a little too regimented’. She was clearly disillusioned with childcare 

work as she recalls an embarrassing first interview with a potential employer, where 

‘everything really came out about the way I was feeling’. What is interesting about D45, 

who professes to ‘enjoy learning so much’, is that she clearly sees education as 

something apart from real life, unusual in these interviews. Upon graduating (in 

geography) she claims she then ‘entered life’. Again on seeking careers advice after pre-

school work she talks about it being ‘fifteen years since the real world’ and of the 

adviser warning her she would have a ‘real mountain to climb’ to get back into work, 

strengthening the notion that D45 was changing career. She claims that ‘it hasn’t been 

easy, making the change because it’s, you know, it’s almost taking one career and then 

stopping it and starting a new career’. It is interesting to see that she treats her childcare 

work as a career because prior to having children she had not used the term ‘career’ to 

describe the jobs she took wherever her husband worked. Perhaps this is because they 

were very varied in nature, demonstrating her accepter characteristics: management 

trainee in a retail organization; working on an archaeological site; publishing for a 

learned society; and local authority work in the housing department and later in ‘rented 

property’ in another county. 

D45 is able to use aspects of her childcare education in her new post, largely generic 

topics relating to community support, health and safety, diversity and equal 

opportunities. She is working for a quango where her geographical skills are also useful 

so it could be said that she has found a new career that draws on all her strengths. She 

has stepped-up but not within childcare. 
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Settlers 

Fortunately (because the course is supposed to train this type of person) there are 

several (6) students who fit the category settler, staying in their original or a similar 

setting, possibly moving sideways into a teaching assistant role. 

A10 is a representative settler. On leaving school she had a number of different jobs, at 

British Home Stores, in a hosiery factory, office manager at Argos, and an accounts job 

in a department store. Possibly some of this instability arose from living with a range of 

relatives in turn rather than remain at home when her mother found a new partner. She 

married, had a son, and missed him so much that she gave up her job and went to work 

in the day nursery that was caring for him. When he was old enough he moved to the 

local pre-school and she stayed in the day nursery until, as he was finishing, she got a 

job in the pre-school. At this point in the interview she demonstrates that she intended 

to be a stager: 

I always said that when [X] left primary school, I would actually work again, get another 
- go on to do accounts or something 

but was prevented from moving on by a second pregnancy. A10 found that she 

liked pre-school work even though ‘there was no way I’d ever envisaged going 

into childcare’ and decided to stay. 

Her career transformation was not particularly smooth. She had gained work in a very 

traditional setting that was not even functioning legally with regard to charity status. 

The two supervisors in post acted as owner-managers and were possessive about 

knowledge, causing A10 to sign up for the Diploma because ‘they wouldn’t share 

information at all’ and she ‘wanted to know how the whole thing worked’. I fully 

remember how A10 and subsequent Diploma students from the setting persuaded the 

parents to form the legally required committee, who then quietly edged out the old 

hands. 

A10’s decision to continue in the childcare setting is a considered one. Gaining her 

Diploma qualification ‘gave me the option to leave’ … ‘It made me realize that I had 

other options. I didn’t have to stay’. A10 still considers family first and plans to retire 

early when her (older) husband does so. For this reason she is not prepared to undertake 
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further training, deciding that she will nominate a colleague to do the foundation degree 

rather than do it herself. 

She is very clear that she intends to remain in early years work until she retires and 

makes the point that her daughter is now at secondary school but she does not ‘feel the 

need’ to move on: ‘I’m settled now’. Some time after the interview she does, however, 

contact me to let me know that she has changed jobs and now runs a different setting 

further away from home where the conditions are better but not to step-upper levels. 

Her asserter characteristics, developed at a not-very-affluent British comprehensive 

school presumably underpin her managerial prowess. There she was bullied for being an 

upper middle class child, recently arrived from abroad. 

Switchers 

I have chosen to illustrate the typology of switcher with E62’s story to counteract the 

overall tendency to focus on the, more articulate, high achievers. E62 tells a story of a 

struggle to get out of an abusive relationship and to find a new and more fruitful career 

for herself. 

I was first alerted to her situation by the intensity of her claim that she enrolled on the 

Diploma to improve her confidence. Her story unveiled itself slowly and it was some 

way through the interview that I began to make sense of what really happened and why 

confidence was so important. Whether the confused chronology was a result of E62’s 

tendency, as an agonizer, to talk around topics, an assumption on her part that I already 

had the more general picture, or a reluctance to share details until we had redeveloped a 

rapport is difficult to determine and perhaps pointless as it may be that all three reasons 

had some relevance. Fortunately E62 has undergone counselling, so was able to retell 

her story without getting upset. 

Following troubled schooldays, E62 had worked in a shop and as a waitress before 

marrying. She then trained as a care assistant in the community, a job she did for about 

ten years, continuing part-time after her first child was born. One of her main tasks was 

to help elderly people prepare for bed and she admits to being severely shocked on 

finding a client dead in bed. 
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You deal with it at the time but afterwards you think, ooh, you know, and you go at 
nights.  

This episode would seem to be responsible for a decision not to later return to ‘caring’ 

as an occupation, however, her working and personal life both entered a period of crisis 

as her husband, became increasingly guilty of ‘unreasonable behaviour’. Together these 

circumstances lead to ‘the onset of depression through what was going on at home’ and 

a ‘nervous breakdown’.  

Recovering, and living with her mother and two young children, she began to help in 

the pre-school as part of her plan ‘to be me again, not his wife, the kid’s mum’. She 

followed the traditional path of parent helper and committee member before being 

offered a job, supplementing her earnings with lunch-time supervision and undertaking 

voluntary work in school in the afternoons in addition to her paid pre-school mornings. 

She enrolled on the Diploma course and when a colleague left became a joint 

playleader, and also the special educational needs coordinator, organizing the additional 

support for children needing this; an area in which she would like to specialize. Just as 

her life was settling down, the co-leader decided to leave and unfortunately her 

replacement was a difficult individual who ‘would undermine me ev::ery:: 

sin:::gle:::step of the way’. E62 could not cope with this and soon found she was back 

on antidepressants. 

I was sick every morning before I went to work, physically sick before I went to work. 

Fortunately E62 was able to apply for, and get, a job as a special needs support assistant 

in the local school and decided that she should ‘walk away’ from the pre-school. E62 is 

now working as a teaching assistant (TA), doing some one-to-one work and running a 

benchmark reading scheme for the school. She is to do the level 3 TA course and wants 

to continue working in school: ‘I love being with children … I find it fascinating that 

children just interpret things differently’. She has considered and rejected the idea of 

reverting to her caring career. I make the point that perhaps having been depressed she 

needed to get away from illness and things and she agrees: ‘Yes, so it was, you go into a 

spiral and think “where can I go with this career-wise?” ’. 
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Step-uppers 

F91 is someone who has taken her childcare training and found an alternative but 

related career where she can use some of her knowledge but also earn far more than the 

normal pre-school salary. This typifies the category of step-upper. 

F91’s motivation is to help children with special needs having struggled to find 

solutions for her own premature twins. She tried to do voluntary work in the local 

school but was refused on ethical grounds as two of the children were her own. 

When her children were small, F91 became a childminder and then, commencing work 

in a local pre-school, enrolled on the Diploma course. She had already taken a 

psychology ‘A’ level and half way through the Diploma decided she would like to train 

as a paediatric nurse to work with premature babies and go ‘right to the heart of the 

problem’. 

You get to a point when you just think enough’s enough and it was time to change 
direction. 

Realizing that she was seriously committed to this decision I gave her a reading list and 

allowed her to submit the final assignment three months early. This exempted her from 

a two-year access course in addition to allowing her to apply for and start a nursing 

course the following September rather than delay a year.  

F91 managed to enrol on the nursing degree because her work was at an appropriate 

academic level, tracing her facility in essay writing and child development knowledge 

to the Diploma course. She also claims to use her child protection and working with 

parents skills in her new career. 

I’ve still got my paperwork. I’ve kept it because I will need it at some point … I’ve been 
through it at certain points when I have needed to look up child development. 

We use working with parents too - I deal with parents all the time. 

After three years, she graduated as a nurse and obtained a post in a neonatal intensive 

unit. She talks at length about research connecting neonatal pain to diminished neural 

development and how she wants to explore ways of minimizing or preventing such 

effects.  
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If she chooses to work full-time, F91 now has the capacity to earn in excess of £19k. 

She is already committed to continuing with nursing: ‘I shall be staying where I am’, 

and delighted that ‘It’s all come together now’. 

I didn’t feel I was achieving my full potential. I feel like I have now, I feel content and 
like I’ve done it. 

In her continual efforts to work with children with special needs, her decision to jump 

ahead and finish the Diploma early, and her determination to ensure that her own 

children achieve, F91 demonstrates characteristics of an asserter, but one who supports 

others rather than manipulating them. There are several times in the interview when she 

talks about this. 

I wanted to help. I knew I wanted to help children with learning difficulties. 

I was able to help the other students. I then went on to teach what you had taught me. I 
went on to help others. 

I told them all about spiral learning because ... all the students were sitting there going -
we’ve done this before. 

Accepters 

A1 typifies this category. She has a relaxed temperament, is capable of making choices 

but not particularly ambitious, and moves on only when nudged. She likes studying but 

is not motivated to seek promotion. 

Ironically she is also one of the step-uppers in the study cohort who, when her children 

are more independent, moves into a ‘properly paid’ job but this was not something that 

A1 actively sought. This is a student who, prior to entering childcare, had the potential 

to earn far more than the current salary of £20k, had she so wished. With an upper 

middle-class upbringing, and attending a private Catholic primary school ‘although we 

weren’t Catholics’, she passed the 11+ and went to an all-girls high school where she 

successfully passed ‘O’ and ‘A’ levels, before proceeding to university. She chose a 

four-year course offering a thorough grounding in all the academic disciplines 

something I initially construed as demonstrating a liberal love of learning but that I later 

realized could equally well represent a decision to delay specialization and 

consideration of a career path. 
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A1 met her husband early in her studies, married in her second year, and on graduating 

followed him to a northern city where, with an English and American studies degree, 

she looked for work and found an unqualified post in a public library: ‘I hadn’t actually 

got a vocational degree or anything - so I wasn’t quite sure what I wanted to do’. She 

worked there for five years, became pregnant and then had three children in succession, 

not working while they were small, but moving house twice. 

When the youngest attended pre-school A1 moved effortlessly from committee member 

to paid worker. 

Yes I applied for it but people knew me, and things like that, and I’d been on the 
committee … 

The work suited her and the family. She liked its flexibility and proximity to 

home. 

I didn’t need to work for the money and I thought it was important to be at home while 
the children were little, um, and to be available for them really.  

Her decision to undertake the Diploma course was motivated by changes within 

the early years’ environment. 

I can’t remember exactly but legislation that said your staff had to have a qualification or 
something like that and the committee encouraged us to do that so that’s how that came 
about. 

That is not to say that she did not want to study: ‘I mean, I enjoyed, liked the idea that I 

was furthering my knowledge about what I was doing’ but she was not pro-actively 

seeking a qualification: ‘I don’t think there was any definite career plan behind it, no’. 

When the existing leader retired, the four remaining staff decided to share the role of 

joint leader. A1 was one of the two qualified joint leaders so she could have made a bid 

for a greater share of the power. Instead she continued sharing responsibility until a later 

‘group of mums’ decided they would prefer to have a single leader and ‘it all got quite 

nasty’. At that point A1 made a decision to look for work within a hospital environment 

and took a job three months later in an outpatients’ playroom, as a preliminary step to 

training as a play specialist. This was a proactive decision but one forced by 

circumstances. 
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I would have maybe just drifted on at playgroup and in a way it was a good thing for me 
that it finished, it forced me to think. I think I probably come from a generation that 
thinks once you are in a job that’s it, you are in it for life … 

Once qualified and in post, A1 appears content to continue with her current job. She is 

ambivalent about seeking promotion as she would no longer have contact with children 

and did not apply when the co-ordinator post became vacant. Nor would she consider a 

move to gain promotion.  

This immobility is not a sign of low confidence, inflexibility or diminishing interest in 

her job as she talks about plans to vary the work within her current role with 

enthusiasm; merely an indicator of her satisfaction or ‘acceptance’ of the status quo 

until it changes. She can afford to sit back and see what happens. 

Agonizers 

F86 admits openly, ‘I do analyse myself ever such a lot’. Even her language 

demonstrated agonizing: muddle and messiness were terms used throughout her 

interview. At the outset she surprised me completely by claiming that doing the 

Diploma was ‘what made me stop going to playgroup’. Questioning revealed that ‘I 

wasn’t really having the right effect on those children’. Despite having worked happily 

in the group for six years prior to training she decided that she had been ‘just playing 

with the children’ rather than educating them. The picture is more complicated, 

however, for F86 considers herself ‘very admin based’ and certainly her earlier career as 

a legal secretary and her later attempt to develop a policy package for use in after-

school clubs support such a claim. It is as if she is able to be organized on paper or to be 

completely unstructured when playing with children but not to combine the two or 

modify either. 

She did not want to be in charge. 

I don’t know if I could have come up with the whole picture of what we should have been 
doing. 

She uses a visual metaphor to explain her confusion: ‘it’s like being in the middle of a 

spidergraph, isn’t it, and thinking, I don’t know which leg to take’. She is very uncertain 

about responsibility, preferring a supportive role to a leadership one, in her earlier 
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career, in the pre-school and in her current job as arts co-ordinator in a secondary 

school. 
I don’t need to be the peacock particularly, I’m quite happy to be ˚the little peahen˚. 

Her administrative role in the secondary school allows her occasionally to work with a 

group or individual children and she admits to preferring to work with older children 

with whom one can converse more easily: 

Maybe the young age was too young so I couldn’t really get the feedback maybe I needed 
from them.  

I think there are other issues however. Co-considering her frequent references to muddle 

and mess, and her problems with assignments, I eventually recognize an inability to 

synthesize material. For F86, an ordered and tidy physical environment allows her to 

focus. As she claims, ‘if it was like too messy, it messes my head’. Initially I was side-

tracked by her liking to work ‘creatively’ with children but on further questioning I 

discover that ‘practically’ might be a better descriptor. F86 likes things to ‘have a start 

and finish’ and likes a ‘product at the end’. Her practical hobbies include cake 

decorating and doing manicures - both tasks that need attention to detail, care, and an 

ability to work on a small scale. From this new understanding I began to see that one of 

the problems with the childcare course is that we advocate large-scale exploration of the 

media for small children not adult-led craft so the Diploma probably failed to value the 

type of ‘creative’ work that had attracted F86 into pre-school and she is honest enough 

to admit this. 

It’s funny that you should mention the mess because it’s the one thing that - although I 
don’t mind - I love children playing with it - ˚their hands are filthy˚ - playing with paint. I 
really like all that but in a controlled way. 

F86 truly cares about children and could not accept any claims on her time that meant 

she was unable to give them her undivided attention. She explains how they are: 

little people that are going to grow up into big people and if you’re feeling that in any 
way you are brushing them aside because you’ve got to go and fill out a form or do a bit 
of paperwork, that’s dreadful. 

Despite her inner stress F86 was loathe to move on: ‘I liked the feeling of the … little::: 

community playgroup so then the business thing of it clashed with me a bit’. She did not 

move on cleanly. For a time she was working mornings in the pre-school, rushing into 

town to work afternoons as an insurance clerk, then at 5pm going to help out at the 
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after-school club. After four months she got the college job and gave up the pre-school 

and the clerking for a while but she ran the after-school club for a complete year. 

Presumably there was some agonizing about when and what to give up. Being a stager 

does not simplify this process. 

Accumulaters 

A8 despite doing the ‘basic minimum that I had to to get through’ in compulsory 

education is now a lifelong learner accumulating qualifications whenever possible. She 

switched careers from book-keeping after having children and volunteering in the local 

pre-school. Although she does not mention it at the interview, I remember that when she 

enrolled on the Diploma course she was still completing the introductory play course 

with me at an evening class: the only student to have requested permission to study the 

two courses simultaneously rather than wait a full year to enrol on the Diploma. This 

simultaneous studying is something that she has achieved for a second time 

demonstrating an ability to focus and a commitment to study beyond the norm. 

I think I was actually finishing off my level 4 when I started to do my 7302 so I had a 
crossover of two courses at that point and I did actually have a timetable showing where I 
would fit everything in. 

She is clear that it was the Diploma that whet her interest for study and for career 

progression. 

… it was almost the courses shaping my career rather than me having a particular career 
in mind and doing the course through them. 

Certainly A8 has found the study habit. Post Diploma, during the subsequent decade, 

she has also achieved a level 4 advanced diploma in childcare, an open maths course, 

and the two stages of the post-compulsory teaching qualification (the 7302 and the 

certificate in education). It is the quantity and centrality of qualification collection that 

justifies the category of accumulater. She applies the language of compulsion and 

programming when talking about her studies: ‘addictive’ ‘habit’ and ‘study mode’. 

I think it can be quite addictive … you kind of think ‘well, okay, I’ve done that, I’m in 
the habit now … It’s like your confidence is lifted and you are in the study mode so to 
speak and so you look for something else to do … 
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Her entire interview focuses on educational issues and she demonstrates an ongoing 

interest and continual concern for pedagogic matters, talking at length about methods, 

standards and expectations within adult education. Unlike other students she rarely 

strays into the personal, occasionally mentioning her children but only in an educational 

context. For A8 the educational is the personal. She displays accumulater characteristics 

when she explains how she moves from one area to another to keep a range of study 

areas active. 

I then had to divert over into getting my teaching qualification, and I got that and then I 
did a couple of things like basic skills to help me with my teaching so I’m only just now 
swapping over to the other route to do my vocational knowledge. 

A8 also demonstrates how important confidence is and how easily it can be destroyed. 

She wants to achieve full degree status and already has the forms to accredit her level 4 

with the Open University. However, a negative experience when completing the 

research element of her teaching qualification has made her doubt her abilities. 

Worrying with a degree because there will be more research … When I done my cert. ed. 
I had a bit of trouble getting it the way that they wanted it … I don’t know whether I 
could do it at a higher level … 

Nevertheless she recognizes that a degree is the next step for her: ‘I’ve got to go and do 

this degree’, so it is likely that her other wish, to do something for herself, like 

languages, will be deferred for a long while. 

As A8 specifically states: ‘Education for myself, is a way of life’; she is a definite 

accumulater, and also a step- upper. 

Asserters 

B21 describes a desire to escape her working class origins from an early age, 

demanding to stay on into the sixth form so that she could work in a bank, a career she 

equated with ‘dressing up smartly to go to work’. She asserts openly her right to agency. 

I’ve always been quite firm about being independent … you are the one that has got to 
live the life that you are setting yourself. 

On leaving school B21 was immediately offered work in an estate agent’s and enjoyed 

the sociability. Her parents insisted she accept a subsequent offer of work in a bank but, 

finding this uncongenial, she ‘assertively’ changed occupation. 
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I went into the estate agent’s and I said to one of the guys there ‘could you pretend to be 
my Dad and ring the manager at the bank and say to him that I am not coming back in?’. 

Presenting her parents with a fait accompli, she continued to sell properties, earning the 

position of office manager, but became dissatisfied when she recognized that only 

‘professionals’ could rise beyond that status. 

But then I came into contact with solicitors and surveyors and, um, people that had a 
different sort of education to me … I could see how that changed your life and the level 
that you could live at. 

This glass ceiling made the idea of returning to the job after having a family less 

attractive. 

I don’t like being the pleb, I don’t like being the new one. I like being quite bossy but 
knowing what I do. I don’t mind going through the ranks as long as I can see a quick 
progression. 

B21 found she genuinely liked looking after young children. As her own two 

children joined toddler and pre-school she displayed minor asserter tendencies, 

overcoming shyness to find the ‘courage one day to poke my head round the door’ 

and offer to help. She became a part-time assistant and was asked to enrol on the 

Diploma course but found that the pre-school supervisor, an unqualified and very 

conservative person, often blocked her initiatives. Threatened with reduced hours 

when numbers were low, a cause for concern as her husband’s business had 

closed, B21 addressed this by appealing directly to the committee, convincing 

them that as she was the staff member undergoing training the decision made no 

sense. She had learnt that she could bypass her supervisor’s decision by appealing 

to the committee and used this power quite flagrantly thereafter, undermining the 

supervisor whom she saw as ‘kind of sponging off me’.  

In her next post she worked smoothly alongside the owner-manager for a time and was 

invited to open up afternoon care in the same setting when she considered leaving. B21 

even challenged Ofsted, finding a loophole in the regulations that allowed children to go 

straight from the morning to the afternoon session without the need to reclassify from 

sessional to full-day care. Inviting Ofsted to ‘come and talk to me about it and I’ll tell 

you how it is going to work’ is certainly asserter behaviour. B21 worked amicably 

alongside the owner-manager until she decided to expand her afternoon work and sent a 

letter to parents offering them additional sessions. She claims to have discussed this 
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with the owner: ‘I thought that conversation had already happened’, but the owner’s 

reaction, she ‘went absolutely MAD’, implies a failure of communication. Unabashed, 

B21 decides it is time to move on and is offered the post of headteacher of a local 

private nursery school. Her approach here, again demonstrates an asserter attitude. On 

her application form she claims to have written: 

Please don’t disregard me for the fact that I haven’t got a teacher qualification because, 
you know, I am so passionate about what I do. 

At the interview the panel commented: ‘we couldn’t believe just how enthusiastic you 

were’. However, people working under her sometimes found her very demanding. She 

describes how hurt she was when a colleague complained ‘we’ve all got lives’ and 

insisted ‘you’ve got to realize…, probably no-one will do it to the level that you do it’. 

Whether she will achieve her aim of confining work to the workplace and ‘having 

proper family time’ is debatable but she is delighted to be ‘escaping from the little back 

streets’, and will command a salary of £27k - two and a half times her previous income -

so she is earning the title step-upper. 

Discussion 

In this chapter, the characteristics of the sample students were compared to those of the 

main population and to broader groups in society to establish a possible broader validity 

for the research findings, and two typologies that arose quite naturally from a holistic 

consideration of the data were explored in detail. As the sample selection depended 

upon occupational outcomes the similarity between work-related matters (type of job, 

salary and hours worked) was anticipated. More surprising was the success of the 

‘fuzzy’ attempt to cross-cut the data by other characteristics, the degree to which the 

sample selection catches the incidence of minority characteristics too. At the micro-

level, the student group is not a homogenous one despite the majority being white 

British, married and with children, leading me to question the validity of grouping 

respondents by sociological attributes, like race, class and gender, as is common within 

analyses of large-scale surveys. 

An analysis of patterns of living and working, from across the sample, supported a more 

idiosyncratic classification, finding commonalities that could be used to group students 
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into two separate typologies, one covering occupational relationships to childcare, the 

other, a broader range of personality or attitudinal traits that underpinned student 

decision-making processes. Even at a superficial level of analysis, the differing degrees 

of effort required for step-uppers to self-improve is clear. The efforts of the accepter 

(A1), the accumulater (A8), and the asserter (B21), varied inversely in relation to their 

familial and educational backgrounds.  

With the typologies I am beginning the process of exploring how peoples’ experiences 

are cumulatively significant, and their life options constrained by their initial 

advantages, prior achievements, and subsequent qualifications. Also, how the students 

are making career choices within a narrow range of options and how this is affected by 

human agency. In Sen’s (eg: 1999) terminology we are seeing how individuals turn 

particular ‘capability sets’ into chosen ‘functionings’ (see chapters 8 and 9 for further 

discussion). 

Although not intended to do this, the typologies also introduce the concept of time into 

the analysis for the occupational set can be interpreted as identifying the student’s 

relationship with childcare work over the life cycle, and the attitudinal set, although 

indicative of personality traits and agency, can also be considered to reflect the 

student’s ‘patience’ towards life enfolding. In general, accepters let external factors set 

the pace; agonizers take time to deliberate and this process seriously impairs their rate 

of achievement; accumulaters methodically progress in real time; and asserters, 

impatient for success, intervene to speed up external processes. 

On completing this initial analysis I note that the typologies do include examples from 

many of the classes despite my determination to focus, at least, the outcome-related 

ones on the earlier groups. This was fortuitous rather than planned but it prompted me to 

map the typology over the sample to check for significant patterns of distribution (see 

appendix 4g). Generally attribution appears random but I noted that step-uppers tended 

to group in the earlier six cohorts, samplers in the later three groups. It is likely that 

step-uppers needed a period of time in order to consolidate their achievements and 

progress to something more advanced, an observation leading me to speculate whether, 

over time, samplers will use their childcare knowledge base in different ways in order to 
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progress their careers or whether they will move on entirely. Like many women before 

them they may find that they need to build on the skills and qualifications that they 

already possess regardless of their inclinations, an observation that I now can now 

formulate theoretically as making a decision to turn their ‘capabilities’ into 

‘functionings’. Within the sample, the most common categories were switchers, 

accepters and agonizers; and often switchers were either accepters or agonizers. 

Asserters tended to be settlers, switchers or step-uppers (never samplers or stagers) 

demonstrating stability in their goal-orientation (see table 4.4). Accumulaters were 

never categorized as samplers, and no agonizer achieved step-upper status; all findings 

that support the internal logic of the typologies even with such a small sample. 

Table 4.4: Links between occupational and attitudinal typologies 

Occupational 
typology 

Number of linked 
attitudinal types 

Attitudinal typology Number of linked 
occupational types 

Sampler Accepter 1 Accepter Sampler 1 
Agonizer 2 Stager 3 
Asserter 0 Settler 1 
Accumulater 0 Switcher 5 

Step-upper 2 
Stager Accepter 3 

Agonizer 1 Agonizer Sampler 2 
Asserter 0 Stager 1 
Accumulater 1 Settler 2 

Switcher 6 
Settler Accepter 1 Step-upper 0 

Agonizer 2 
Asserter 1 Asserter Sampler 0 
Accumulater 2 Stager 0 

Settler 1 
Switcher Accepter 5 Switcher 2 

Agonizer 6 Step-upper 2 
Asserter 2 
Accumulater 1 Accumulater Sampler 0 

Stager 1 
Step-upper Accepter 2 Settler 2 

Agonizer 0 Switcher 1 
Asserter 2 Step-upper 1 
Accumulater 1 

The students’ narratives around which the chapter is constructed were chosen purely to 

demonstrate the two typologies and the process through which they were created. 

Nevertheless, a close reading of these accounts reveals the presence of characteristic 
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behaviours seen as significant in later chapters. The cohort analysis found that the 

majority (80%) actively sought work in childcare and half of the students saw this as a 

natural progression from having children. However, the student narratives demonstrate 

a non-utilitarian approach to work in childcare. None had a definite career plan at the 

outset and two (A1 and G107) admit to drifting into the work and (in Gl07’s case) out 

of it again if it proved less than satisfactory. Two (A10 and D45) express a desire to 

merge work and family commitments and one (F86) talks of the sense of ‘community’ 

such work provides. Financial remuneration, the usual reward for work, plays a minor 

part in their decision-making: a ‘bonus’ (F91) and a key factor only when a partner’s 

redundancy enforces this (D45). Voluntary work appears to be equally important in 

some cases (E62 divides her time between paid and unpaid work, and F91 considers a 

new career only when her plans to volunteer are thwarted on ethical grounds). Even the 

two step-uppers (A8 and B21) who actively pursue careers in childcare, do this 

piecemeal. A8 collects qualifications and lets these ‘shape’ her career; B21 manipulates 

the environment to facilitate a staged self-advancement. 

Overall, this chapter demonstrates the importance of adopting a biographical approach, 

particularly as this highlights the complex nature of the connections between outlook 

and progress in education, illuminating the similarities and differences in students’ 

experiences and actions. We have a group of students with demonstrably different 

attitudes and work patterns who all gravitate towards work in childcare but with no 

clear career path in mind and who, collectively, disregard financial remuneration as the 

main reward for employment: not, I would suggest, a normative reaction to work. We 

also see quite clearly how there is no observable connection between ‘attitude’ and 

‘occupational’ pattern. These are characteristics independently attributable to each 

individual: common attitudes to life do not appear to create common occupational 

outcomes. This randomness raises concerns about the practice of predicting outcomes 

from inputs, particularly about the efficacy of designing educational programmes to 

meet instrumental objectives. These are concerns that deserve an objective 

consideration, whatever one’s views about appropriate approaches to learning. The 

Diploma is a vocational course that meets the threshold standards for childcare work but 

the variations in student understanding and achievement and in the purposes to which 

they put their learning are readily apparent. In a sense this variety is a strength of the 
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course, in this instance vocational learning seems to be about far more than workplace 

knowledge. Nevertheless, the initial findings do raise questions about the practice of 

comminuting learning. Would it not be better to direct energies and resources into 

broader educational provision rather than debate the relative virtues of the different 

traditions, better to integrate learning rather than continue with traditional divisions? 

The discourse on work and learning is complex and individualized even among groups 

of students with many shared characteristics. Nevertheless, it was possible to find 

patterns that reoccurred across the narratives. This analytical process was carried out 

before, during and after the formulation of the typologies and was both assisted by, and 

itself actively assisted in, the coding of the questionnaire data; an iterative reworking of 

the material to ensure an exhaustive analysis of the interview transcripts and to establish 

data saturation. The cross-interview ideas so established form the background of the 

three thematic chapters that follow: chapters on the expectations for, practices in and 

consequences of education. Together these chapters use interview findings to examine 

the student experience of education in more detail. 



 

 

 
 
 

 
               

                           

 

            

             

               

            

             

           

         

         

 

        

          

             

           

            

              

 

         

             

            

           

           

             

           

                                                
    

      
             

           
       

Chapter 5 

PATTERNS ACROSS THE NARRATIVES: 
EXPECTATIONS 

Education should be there to help you understand the world and what you are growing up in … for me at 
the moment it seems it’s just about what you can do and not anything else and not about who you are. 

(H125) 

This is the first of three chapters that look across the individual narratives, seeking 

issues that are common to some, many, or most of the respondents. These are important 

chapters as they present the major findings in the data and draw out the principle and 

recurrent themes that, in turn, support the recognition of saliences within the narratives. 

Together these processes facilitate the selection of an array of attributes that will be 

significant to an investigation of the capabilities of individual students (see chapter 9). 

The three chapters cover expectations, practices and consequences and in so doing 

introduce a longitudinal element into the thematic analysis. 

Furthermore, the findings themselves reveal that education serves past-, present- and 

future-orientated functions but that often the importance of the present is understated. 

Indeed in seeking labels, there were several that could have been applied to the 

backward looking function that I decided to term reparative, many that were forward-

looking from which I chose prospective, but there were very few, and no particularly 

apt label, for the present. This function I have tentatively chosen to label durative.1 

On commencing the analysis my intention was to focus predominantly on the 

educational aspects of the findings but I soon found that it was very difficult to separate 

these from workplace and familial elements and that to discard these other aspects 

would have seriously distorted the data. For the childcare students, the family, the 

workplace and education were intricately linked and indeed as the analysis progresses 

these links form the central core of my thesis that the women were actively integrating 

their lives, using education as a tool to facilitate this. Nevertheless, the process of 

1 Alternative labels considered included: confirmative, consolidative, constantive, continuative, 
maintainative, nurritive, preservative, protective, supportive, sustentative. On later reading about 
Emirbayer & Mische’s work on the three-dimensional configuration of agency (Biesta & Tedder, 2007) I 
noted their use of the terms iterational, practical-evaluative, and projective and believe that they too had 
difficulty finding an appropriate term for the present. 
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teasing out the distinctive strands of this integration was a useful analytical strategy, so 

the chapters are subdivided into personal, familial, vocational and educational sections 

but the reader advised that the structure has a ‘best fit’ feel and at times topics could 

easily have been placed elsewhere had I wished to change the emphasis. 

The current chapter looks at the expectations the students projected across all four 

strands and, deferring to the nature of the data, takes a very broad view of expectations 

recognizing from the student narratives that these were shaped by prior events both 

within and external to the educational process, experiences that the traditional 

malestream view of education has been known to reject as ‘baggage’ (Edwards, 

Rosalind, 1993). Indeed, expectations can be construed as an amalgam of reparative and 

prospective aspects as one so clearly influences the other. The analysis proceeds in the 

order personal, familial, vocational, educational, as it can be demonstrated that where 

there is a progression from one area to another, that is the common direction, for the 

majority of the students. 

Most students became involved in childcare through their own children’s attendance at 

early years settings and subsequently decided to enrol on the Diploma course as a result 

of talking to colleagues or, in the case of eleven students (evidence in appendix 6a) in 

response to their settings’ need or request. Only three of the student sample were 

childless at the time of enrolment, one other had a small baby and made a definite career 

decision to enter childcare on leaving the armed forces. Just five of the students actively 

sought advice and guidance in college before enrolling and two of these (H126 and 

I134) were also childless, again demonstrating that the majority were following an 

educational route with which they were already familiar. 

Appendix 5a tabulates and describes the personalized pathways to enrolment in more 

detail, recording that twenty-three students had been involved as helpers or committee 

members before undertaking paid work in the setting. Personal expectations were 

clearly centrally important and these are addressed first. 



                           
 

 

 
  

 
           

            

              

           

           

             

             

              

             

             

 

          

        

              

          

              

              

             

            

           

             

        

  
                 

         
 
 

 
 

          

        

        

           

97 Chapter 5: Expectations 

PERSONAL 

Apprehension about college attendance was a common theme for many students. I133, 

for example, claimed ‘I don’t do teenagers very well’. I129, a graduate with experience 

of a large educational institution, ‘did wonder whether we would feel out of place’ and 

saw her presence as marginal in ‘a predominantly young person college’. Students who 

had had poor experiences in the compulsory sector were particularly nervous. I137, 

found the prospect ‘a bit daunting’, H125 found it ‘nerve-wracking’ even to go into a 

group of mature students: ‘you just worry about what people think of you …’. H113 

openly admits ‘I was very frightened to go back to education because I’m not really 

very good at it’. A10’s fears were more reflective: ‘I was frightened I would be bored 

and not listen and then not be able to do the work’. 

The links between negative school experiences and achievement were evident in this 

research. For ease of comparison across the cohort, the students’ academic pathways, 

their routes and achievements in the compulsory sector and up to the present day, are 

tabulated in appendix 5b. This demonstrates, as might be expected, that students who 

did not like school rarely stayed on to take ‘A’ levels although one, G107, had after 

several false attempts achieved not only these but a degree as well. It reveals that ten 

students disliked school and a further nine were neutral in affect and their personal 

histories readily explain these attitudes (see below). The research also found that the 

students with limited school experience tended to assume that practices in adult 

education would be very similar to those in the compulsory sector. A10 was not alone in 

her ‘surprise’ not to be treated as a child: 

A10: I felt I was going to sit there at a desk, be told off for talking, but no it was great. 
You could go to the loo when you had to …’ 

Past experiences 

The interview narratives revealed how problems encountered in both personal lives and 

within the compulsory sector affected students’ long-term attitudes. These experiences 

were significant in terms of psychological well-being and lifelong expectations for 

education, and some, as in Parr’s study (2000), were deserving of the label ‘traumatic’. 



                                                                                                                            
 

 

          

          

               

             

          

          

         

         

          
 

 

         

             

              

            

              

              

             

             

             

           

            

           

              

                 

         

             

          

           

 

             

            

             

            

98 Chapter 5: Expectations   

Childhood problems were very individualized but revealed the strength of links between 

family and education for young children. Negative experiences of schooling were both 

social and structural in nature and both types led to a reluctance to engage with further 

study - either into the sixth form or as adult returners. At a social level, poor educational 

practices included a failure to address power issues between students and between staff 

and students, and a lack of proper pastoral care. Organizational structures also created 

problems, centring on issues connected to streaming despite the introduction of 

comprehensive schooling after 1965 and rigid adherence to procedures; demonstrating a 

lack of imagination on the part of the schools. 

Exceptional problems 

Personal traumas affected school behaviour and eventually led to students fearing the 

educational process. We saw in chapter 4 how G107’s experiences in a ‘dame school’ 

led to school failure and an inability to ‘settle’ anywhere. C25, isolated by her peers at 

secondary, had a breakdown on entering sixth form when she felt that ‘the teachers were 

rejecting me as well’. E62, reacting to a new baby in the family had truanted from the 

age of four and ‘left the moment I could’. In several cases, school staff could have 

intervened but chose instead not to question the behaviour. F91 had struggled with a 

violent stepfather and ‘skived’ school but the teachers had merely laughed at her ‘once a 

month class’ when she attended to pick up work. I137, challenged daily for rebellious 

behaviour, was never asked what was wrong so never disclosed that, living with a single 

and distressed parent, she had ‘such an unhappy home life, it made school not 

important’. F88 told me part way through her interview about a difficult adolescence. 

Her mother died when she was eleven and she had to care for her younger brother and 

run the home: ‘I grew up very quickly because I took on the role of mum really.’ She 

thereafter drifted through secondary school and was surprised and reassured by my 

suggestion that she was possibly in a state of shock throughout the period: not even 

aware of her adapted capability set. These students had all experienced exceptional 

difficulties but had found ways of coping with them before entering childcare work.  

For a few, the problems were ongoing.  F91 experienced further trauma in the form of a 

key relation developing a terminal illness and in being personally subject to an armed 

attack. She dealt with these issues too but they did precipitate a decision to enter 

paediatric nursing immediately: ‘I don’t want to die having never tried’. I137 uses the 



                           
 

 

             

          

      

         

            

             

         

               

           

             

        

         

 

            

          

               

             

         

           

               

            

              

 

 

   

             

                

            

        

            

             

     

           

99 Chapter 5: Expectations 

Diploma course as a distraction while she tries to become pregnant again after ten 

miscarriages; not achieving this aim, she finds the pre-school setting difficult as 

‘everybody’s got babies with them’. Three students saw education as a possible 

solution. E62, treated for depression after leaving an abusive marriage, sought the 

confidence ‘to do something’ and colleagues in her group offered her responsibility and 

encouraged her to qualify. H112, invalided out of the police force after being attacked, 

tackled agoraphobia by working alongside her children. This integration of family, work 

and education avoided one of her ‘little blips’, that of having to return home alone after 

taking children to school. For H113, the pre-school’s expectations, ‘you had to help out 

and be on the rota’, encouraged her to seek help when she realized belatedly that she 

had become agoraphobic, her capability set reduced to home-based activities. Travelling 

to college alone was part of her self-imposed cure. 

For D44 the diploma also offered resolution. Her plans to research theoretical physics 

were unachievable after a serious head injury but she remained passionate about 

education and determined to work in the field. She tried a teaching role and a teaching 

assistantship, but found pre-school work to be the most she could manage while her four 

children were growing up. Thus successfully completing the Diploma allowed her to 

work in educational settings. She is a strong believer in holistic education and sees 

childcare work as an extension of her mothering role: ‘I love them like my own really’. 

Her life story so exuberantly mixes family, work and educational values that I have 

chosen to include a summary of it as appendix 5c rather than reduce it to its bare 

essentials. 

Failures of the system 

No less than eight interviewees complained that they were bullied at school; F91 and 

A8 for doing well, A10 and I143 for their looks, I134 and A10 (again) as a result of 

moving house, C25 and G107 for being different from their peers and consequently 

friendless, B20, because one individual disliked her. Teachers, too, did their share of 

bullying. Several of the students recall staff treating them in ways that would now lead 

to disciplinary proceedings. H112 (aged 40), a former police officer trained in child 

protection issues, recalls practices like shouting, enforced milk-drinking, ‘wacked’ 

knuckles, chalk and board rubber projectiles, and a ‘horrible, horrible teacher who used 
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to draw a big red line all the way through your book’, even a teacher who ‘always used 

to be touching you’. G107 (aged 48) recalled the teacher in the ‘dame school’ she 

attended claiming that she had only recently stopped putting mustard on tongues. C25 

(aged 49) traces her lack of confidence even now to ‘a very strict primary headmaster’ 

who humiliated errant students unable to recall their times tables. She went into ‘a panic 

every single time we had tests’ making punishment inevitable. F88 encountered similar 

problems. 

Younger students also found teachers unsupportive. I134 (aged 21) claims ‘I was 

basically told I was stupid the whole way through’. She highlights the common 

complaint that middling students receive little attention. ‘I wasn’t very clever but I 

wasn’t stupid either and I just got left out’. I134’s problems, and I143’s too, shed some 

doubt on the efficacy of modern transfer routines where students entering secondary 

school are placed in forms with members of their primary class to ensure continuity. As 

I134 explains this policy is fine if students are happy in their primary schools. If not, it 

is disabling. In I143’s (aged 29) words, you are ‘never actually removed from the 

situation’. 

Some students linked their ambivalence towards education to former organizational 

practices. For two, the 11+ had been a source of strain as segregated schooling 

continued long past 1965. I133 (aged 49) claimed that failing selection made her feel 

inferior to her brother. C25 that being taunted for failing the 11+ throughout the last 

term of primary ruined her chances in secondary school. Others complained about 

restricted subject choice. A9 failed examinations and F82 ‘dropped out’, both as a result 

of being forced to study too many academic subjects. E62 was denied cookery classes 

after moving house and changing schools, and D44 still regrets that she could not do 

metalwork or woodwork but she did get to study aeronautics. In the case of H113 it was 

her parents who wanted her to ‘do a nice feminine subject’ like home economics rather 

than the drama or pottery that she would have preferred. 

Without doubt, such restrictive educational practices challenged the capability to 

achieve certain functionings in later life. Some students, however, limited their options 

through their own actions. A2 described school as ‘boring’ and did little work. A8 and 

B20 both mentioned a preference for boys that ruined their concentration and in the 



                           
 

 

               

           

         

 

              

           

          

             

         

               

               

        

             

        

      

 
 

 
        

         

             

            

            

            

          

           

           

         

          

           

           

           

          

101 Chapter 5: Expectations 

latter case, led to an early pregnancy (but also to a stable marriage and two subsequent 

children, defying the generalization that young mothers cannot cope). C25 developed an 

escape mechanism in extensive daydreaming that effectively prevented learning. 

I would argue from my immersion in the data that we should recognize that collectively 

the small attritions - the bullying, the teacher humiliation, the moving house and 

parental separations, the difficulties in making and maintaining friendships, the sibling 

rivalry - play a significant role in reducing people’s capability to act, as young children 

are very vulnerable to atmosphere and upset and internalize challenging situations. 

C25’s recall of a comment made on moving from rural Wales to a London suburb at six 

captures this process: ‘Mummy they don’t love me here like they used to in my old 

school’. Stressful situations lower children’s self-esteem and sense of agency, vital 

factors in turning ‘capability’ into ‘functioning’ but this is not to claim that every such 

change requires therapeutic intervention, as many children adjust and become stronger 

as a result of coping with change. 

FAMILIAL 

A number of interviewees described parental influences on educational expectations: 

either by direct intervention or indirectly through embedded value systems. The 

instances are too few to permit generalization but they do bear out prevalent class, 

gender and cultural norms, revealing an Asian and white middle class concern that 

education is vital to future personal and economic success, a lower class disinclination 

to invest in their children’s future, and the favouring of male over female opportunity. 

When mentioned, parental attempts to guide the student whether valued or rejected, 

rarely led to successful outcomes. This possibly demonstrates the importance of human 

agency in the development of capabilities, parents can only facilitate their children’s 

achievements not create them. Alternatively it could also indicate that parental 

involvement is only memorable or confessable when the student retains some feelings 

of residual guilt, but this was not an area that was fully explored. The parental 

comments, however, did alert me to the need to consider students’ background and early 

schooling when attempting to develop an understanding of how students come to have 

different ‘capabilities’ and how this will affect their future ‘functionings’. 
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Embedded family values 

Class issues 

Several parents interceded in the selection of secondary school. The background 

narratives of, respectively, horse-riding, strict convent schools, and catchment suggest 

middle-class aspirations. Despite the parents’ efforts, none of these students achieved 

the final grades or ‘A’ levels that the parents presumably sought. When C25 failed the 

11+ her mother refused the secondary modern place and obtained for her a place at a 

technical high school where she was ‘absolutely slaughtered’, for her ‘posh accent’. 

When C25 ‘cracked up’ post-‘O’ level, mother had to intervene again, whisking her off 

to become a riding instructress. F82’s mother also chose an alternative school, favouring 

one some distance away from the local convent attended by F82’s friends. F82 settled 

quickly and seems to have worked hard up to the GCSE mocks, but failed to revise for 

the real exams, obtained lower-than-anticipated grades, and insisted on getting a job 

instead of staying on at school. She attributes this to her mother being too busy to notice 

what was going on: she was going through the break up of her ‘second - or was it the 

third’ [relationship or marriage, F82 fails to say]. F85’s mother, who moved house to 

secure her daughter a place in an ex-grammar school, tried to contain her daughter’s 

diminishing interest in academic study by suggesting a move to a sixth form college. 

Having achieved good GCSEs, F82 elected to stay at school, not confident enough to 

‘break away’. She struggled with the workload and when the school refused to allow her 

to drop a subject, became ‘quite disenchanted’ and insisted on leaving at Easter with no 

further qualifications. D34, also middle class, set the boundaries for herself, electing, 

‘probably against my better judgment’ to leave school at 16 rather than be a financial 

burden. Age was the significant factor here ‘Dad was retired’, his reduced income 

restricted D34’s capability set. 

Conversely, it was B21’s parents who set the firm boundaries that limited her 

educational opportunities. Here too, a class element is evident. She describes her father 

as a factory worker, and her mother also as minimally qualified: ‘I don’t think they had 

got any’. B21 (an asserter) insisted on her need for sixth form study but could not 

progress beyond this point: ‘it was never going to be on the cards for me to do more 

than ‘A’ levels certainly’. E62’s mother let her truant from the age of four, and did this 
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so frequently that the headteacher turned up in person to collect the child. I suspect a 

class element here too as the mother was clearly intimidated by the teacher and relieved 

that E62, on this occasion had measles: ‘My mum did actually say, the relief on her that 

“phew, she is actually ill” but very often I wasn’t and I knew that once that bus went 

past I was home’. The possible exception to this alignment of educational aspirations 

with class is I137. Her transcript suggests a strongly working class background but her 

mother insisted on attendance, punishing her when she ‘bunked off once’. However, her 

comment that ‘I wasn’t afraid of teachers or anything because my home life was a lot 

worse’ makes it impossible to determine whether the maternal attitude was pro-school 

or merely punitive. I137 left school with six CSEs and no clear idea of what she could 

do next and moved haphazardly from one poorly paid job to another. 

At a simple level these decisions demonstrate a middle class aspiration for a good 

education and a working class expectation of economic independence on reaching the 

minimum school leaving age, suitably qualified or not. These working class students 

had reduced educational ‘capabilities’: there was a tacit assumption that to have more 

than a basic education was a luxury. 

Gender issues 

A9’s story demonstrates how gender influenced educational decisions. She and her 

brother were treated very differently and as a result live very contrasting lives. A9 went 

to the local comprehensive school, albeit one with a good reputation but her brother was 

entered for a bursary at a local private school. She shows no resentment but nevertheless 

I detect a slight irony when she says: 

A9: My parents in their wisdom decided that he - it would most probably be more 
valuable for him to go rather than me and my sister. 

A9 enjoyed school but ‘really had her heart set on taking typing and sewing’ for ‘O’ 

level to be told by the Head that she had to take sciences instead. This seems 

particularly harsh as these are traditional feminine subjects and A9 had been denied the 

opportunities reserved for the male in the family. As her parents were separating, 

familial support was limited, so she accepted the school decision but did not pass either 

chemistry or physics and left school at 16. She is currently a single parent, bringing up 

two teenagers and working an early shift in a local newsagent’s so that she can be free 
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by 3pm when school finishes. She has a very positive outlook and a strong friendship 

network. A9’s story is one of compassion and of making choices for the good of her 

family. It is also one of ‘adaptive’ preference for it reveals ‘deprivations and inequalities 

that members of the community themselves fail to recognize or to admit due to deeply 

ingrained social expectations and norms’ (Wolf, response to Nussbaum, 1995b, p.112). 

Returning to the gender situation, we need to note that the brother achieved fourteen 

grade ‘A’s at GCSE, studied further and now has ‘a house worth over half a million 

with five bathrooms in which he lives with his dog’. A9 prefers to have her children and 

claims: ‘I don’t see it is about money’, a view that some of us might find difficult to 

share entirely. 

Gender issues also figure in I143’s story. Her father insisted on her taking ‘A’ levels in 

order to enter the armed forces as an officer as, during his period of active service, 

female privates were bullied. I143 ‘was brought up very strictly’ (she talks about bad 

behaviour being ‘drummed out of me’) and would never have dared to miss school or 

defy her father until she had no option. She picked ‘totally the wrong subjects’, English 

literature and sociology, and came out with two Es at ‘A’ level. This student, who later 

became a drill instructor, one of very few women gaining entrance to a man’s world, 

admits: ‘I still like to be taught bang, bang, bang, bang, bang, no discussions, no stories, 

none of that, none of this going off at a tangent’ so it is hard to imagine her succeeding 

with her chosen topics. Ironically, on applying to the armed forces she found she needed 

a better maths ‘O’ level, so freed by her new adult status, she ‘enlisted anyway’ as a 

private and found that her father’s fears were unfounded.  

Cultural issues 

The two Asian2 students interviewed, raised cultural emphases relating to educational 

expectations. H113 is British born, part of a first-generation immigrant family who 

expected her to conform to traditional norms for an arranged marriage but, eventually, 

accepted her right to choose her own husband who is white British. She talks of being 

quite isolated at school: ‘I couldn’t really build on the social side of things because my 

parents were so strict’; and describes high parental expectations: ‘the pressure at home 

was humungous to get a good education because of my culture’. 

2 The broader term Asian is used rather than specific nationality to help preserve anonymity. 
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Expectations, for girls at least, were inextricably linked to marriage prospects. Husbands 

were supposed to be better educated than wives so educating a daughter to higher levels 

raised the chances of securing a husband with better prospects. Here education and 

marriage are seen to fall within the same ‘capability set’ rather than being contradictory 

options. The traditional view of marriage or education for women is tinged with 21st 

century realism, even a recognition that marriage may not work out, because H113 also 

mentions independence. She describes a strict childhood, short on luxuries and toys as 

her parents were saving towards their three daughters’ education. Her father expected 

her to work hard and it is clear that although at one level she knew his comments like 

‘there’s a rope in the loft, should your results be bad’ and ‘you are just going to spend 

the rest of your life packing boxes in the supermarket’ were rhetorical rather than real 

threats; at another level she understood their serious import: ‘I just thought, no, I’ve got 

to do it, I’ve got to do it, I’ve got to do it’. Declaring herself ‘politically incorrect’, she 

describes the value system of her local community, favouring medicine, then pharmacy, 

then optometry as careers. 

Exam failure, ‘my one little E’, limited her HE options to a computing diploma at 

a university where it was intended she would find a partner: ‘the man, the husband 

that they wanted me to try to get married to went there’. The plan backfired, H113 

‘met my husband instead’. Her parents disowned her and then repented (her 

mother after a day, her father after six to eight months), but she admits to a long 

period of post-natal agoraphobia, suggesting to me that the struggle for 

independence was more stressful than her cheery retelling suggests. She also 

stresses the importance of choice: still regretting that she was not allowed to 

develop capabilities in the arts or practical subjects. 

H126, in contrast, is a temporary UK resident educated to degree level in her own 

country. H126 explains how parents insist on young children learning to read and write 

early, that competition for secondary and higher education is very stiff and that families 

will sell up, and ‘sacrifice everything’, to live in crowded conditions in cities where 

there are good schools and colleges: ‘I think fifty per cent of people, they do not have a 

life, they are always behind the children’. Rather than ‘integrating’ lives, this, to my 
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mind is ‘distorting’ lives, an opinion that the student herself seems to share having 

experienced life in Britain. 

Together these scenarios demonstrate a range of interlinkages. They show how both 

serious personal/family traumas and chronic cultural divisions embedded in society 

affect the ability to achieve in education but so do restrictive practices and lack of 

support in schools. Family intervention cannot make children learn but can very easily 

prevent them from doing so. The narratives demonstrate that negative experiences have 

a long lasting effect - the students who said they were happy at school did not add 

details or examples whereas those who had unhappy experiences were keen to retell 

them at length. It is possible the students felt the need to tell ‘atrocity’ stories to convey 

their satisfaction with the Diploma course and their awareness of how much education 

has changed but equally possible that they needed a cathartic opportunity. It was 

noticeable that the students who still had existing issues to contend with told their 

stories slowly, sometimes needing help in recognizing what the problem was. This was 

an area where I had to take care not to lead the discussion, only to ask for clarification. 

Compulsory education leaves lasting impressions on children that colour their views of 

adult education and influence their inclination to undertake further study.  

Maternal identity 

For most of the interviewees the role of mother formed part of their core identity. It was 

apparent throughout the research that the needs of family were foregrounded whenever 

a decision had to be made. However, we shall see in the next chapter that although 

many families actually offered a range of practical assistance to the students, the 

students themselves did not expect this. Students constructed a central support role for 

themselves within the family and there is plentiful evidence that they did not like their 

study commitments disrupting this or isolating them from their children. F82 talks of 

feeling guilty and ‘missing out on spending time with them’; D44 describes her ‘worst 

Sunday’ when she was ‘locked up in the bedroom doing an assignment’ and ‘ALL my 

family were downstairs’. D34 gave up her subsequent degree course, ostensibly because 

the ‘children weren’t happy’ but also because this made life ‘too stressful’ suggesting 

that there is more than altruism at play here. Indeed this could be an example of 
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cognitive dissonance in operation (Festinger, 1957; in Hayes & Orrell, 1993) the 

process whereby psychological conflict is avoided by changing one attitude to fit 

another. 

Generally, the students were very anxious not to disrupt the smooth running of the 

household. F85 claimed to ‘scuttle around’ because studying ‘wasn’t to affect anything 

else’. F88 described how ‘family life was first for me really’ and was keen not to 

compromise this. C25 described how ‘I DID feel obliged to do everything else around 

the house and do the work at some ridiculous time of night’. Even for those who 

demonstrated an ability to prioritize and plan ahead the discourse centred on cheating on 

the housework: ‘I didn’t vacuum every day’ and ‘sometimes the washing was left out 

for two days on end’ (B15). We have already seen (in chapter 4) that the majority of the 

students (more than 80%) were married and it would appear that they also subscribed, at 

least partially, to the Victorian view of the patriarchal family. It is claimed that, despite 

neo-conservative attempts to resurrect core family values, the traditional roles of male 

breadwinner and non-working economically dependent wife ‘no longer typified’ Britain 

by the mid-1990s (Arnot, David & Weiner, 1999, p.91). My evidence suggests that the 

women working in childcare were only one step away from that pattern, earning small 

amounts of money insignificant in comparison to the breadwinner’s salary. 

VOCATIONAL 

Reasons for working in childcare 

Income 

In most contemporary workplaces employees have contracts stipulating hours, 

responsibilities and rates of pay and these are mostly adhered to. Many job descriptions 

include a general clause covering ‘any reasonable additional duties’ and with higher-

level positions staff are usually expected to carry out such tasks flexibly as they arise. 

The interesting anomaly with childcare workers in the voluntary sector, as we shall see 

later, is that many appear to honour the flexible working practices and commitment of 

professional workers but are prepared to do this on very low rates of pay. Salary does 

not appear to be a core issue for these workers. In the questionnaire responses only 5% 

of the respondents were seeking a higher salary on course completion. Appendix 4e 
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indicated a salary of between £4 and 6k to be the mode over the entire cohort as well as 

the sample even though two fifths of the workers worked between 15 and 24 hours per 

week. These statistics are not directly comparable (see discussion in chapter 4) but do 

indicate that salaries cannot be the prime reason for working in childcare. Indeed 

statistics from the Labour Force Survey 2001-2005 identify the sector to be the least 

well-paid even within the caring professions (Simon et al, 2007). Yet, unlike the low-

achieving working class students enrolled on care programmes in Skeggs’ study (1997) 

the students on the Diploma course came from a broad range of social and educational 

backgrounds and could have made different choices. The low pay rates raise some 

interesting questions about motivation, indeed the concept of childcare being 

‘underpaid’ caring was of so little consequence to the students that a direct question 

about this,3 however, worded, was treated as insignificant. 

The questionnaire data (appendix 4c) indicates that salary was important for about 35% 

of students, unimportant to about 20%, leaving slightly less than half the students 

ambivalent. This might suggest that the money earned represented an element of 

independence or luxury but none of the students refer to it in this way. Even A1 who 

said she ‘didn’t need to work for the money’ failed to make this connection and those 

like F82 who moved onto better paid jobs talked of wanting ‘some money to spare’ 

implying that the pre-school salary did not meet that need. B21 was exceptional in 

claiming that she would work for nothing: ‘I did once say to [X] that even if they didn’t 

pay me I probably wouldn’t stop doing the job’. We must remember that she was being 

interviewed shortly after getting a headship so money may suddenly have begun to 

seem less important. In the early days, when her husband was unemployed, she 

mentioned that her pre-school wage paid for her child to attend the group - a rather 

different reality. Others acknowledged the limited financial rewards: B18 described it as 

3 One of the original interview questions was a paraphrase of Clarke’s (2002) concern that the childcare 
work is exploitative. ‘Is training to work in childcare a career opportunity? Or are we just helping women 
move from unpaid to underpaid carer?’ I offered these questions on a written card at the start and at the 
end of the interviews, occasionally at both times. I simplified and explained the notion and reworded it. 
However, of the few students that grasped their significance, most (D34, D44, I129) answered 
altruistically or refused to associate the notions of ‘unpaid to underpaid’ (eg: G104). Only F85 
complained that the government should employ and recompense childcare staff as they do teachers. 
Others took up a single aspect, talking about the need to train women for childcare, the absence of men in 
childcare, or the need for better pay. From this I had to deduce that they did not consider they were being 
exploited by the system.  
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‘a full-time job with part-time pay’. Many tolerated a low income if the work was 

satisfying. E67, for example explained that she gets £6.58 an hour as a pre-school room 

leader ‘with lots of responsibility’ whereas ‘an unqualified assistant at the school gets 

something like £7.70’ but is content to continue in her job. Possibly it is the autonomy 

that is attractive but, interestingly, this is not a factor stated explicitly by E67 or any of 

the interviewees.  

There is evidence that money does matter but not in the short term. Students move into 

parallel positions that pay better when the time is right. B15 managed to achieve this 

even before the end of the course, asking for a reference even while handing in her final 

assignment: ‘We needed more money basically. If I was going to work, I needed 

something that actually showed that I was getting some reward for what I was doing’. 

G104, a graduate who could earn much more, sees the work as ‘perfect for what I want 

at the moment’, but not necessarily in the longer term: ‘if it was well paid … I probably 

wouldn’t think of moving. I’m quite happy’. Only I137, who is leaving the profession, 

directly sets salary against job role and indignantly asks: ‘I do sometimes think, if I’m 

honest, what am I doing, £6 an hour, wiping someone’s bum and snotty noses, honestly, 

while my stomach’s heaving?’. 

If salary is not the key reason for working in childcare, we need to consider other 

motives. 

Altruism 

Some students justified low remuneration by recasting their role as community support. 

Perhaps this is a facet of the gradual transition from volunteer to worker. H113 accepted 

poor pay ‘because it’s a charity’. F86 expressed a desire to support those families who 

could not help themselves: ‘we wanted to help the community and the mothers that 

perhaps couldn’t do that’. D34 too considered other families’ needs: ‘You’ve got some 

parents who, if we increase the fees, just couldn’t send their children anywhere’. 

These comments raise the question whether some people choose childcare as a career 

because it is a good cause. By willingly working for very little, they possibly engender a 

feeling of self worth. Certainly D34 had done voluntary work from an early age (in a 
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Bible club, a cub group and a disability support group), and had ‘sat on the committee 

to get a new village hall’ at eighteen following her mother’s ethos, that ‘if you want to 

see something happen, you get involved and that is still very much what I believe’. She 

is heavily involved in the school parent teacher association and the church, as well as 

the pre-school, but all in a neighbouring village. When I question whether this 

geographical displacement allows her to maintain an element of distance she hesitates 

but is honest enough to accept that this could be the case: ‘Probably (….) yes that is 

probably true’. D34 seeks a sense of belonging but not too much of it. 

In her interview E62 not only expressed a personal altruism but also revealed how this 

caused conflict between herself and a new manager who ‘wanted paying for every 

single thing she did’. E62 would appear to work for personal esteem rather than a 

salary. She actually says: ‘For me, my reward isn’t the pay’, and on going into the local 

school as a TA continues this pattern of quasi-working quasi-volunteering. 

E62: I went into work on Sunday for two hours and I didn’t get paid for it and I won’t get 
paid for it. But I don’t expect to get paid for it because I know that a job needed doing 
and … that’s a big satisfaction … nobody knows I went in apart from the teachers that I 
worked with … but I know that I went in and I’ve done my best. 

On reflection, the passage above raises the possibility that E62 may be seeking 

recognition by, even parity with, colleagues in addition to a sense of self-worth. Later in 

the interview she describes offering to carry out an observation on a child with special 

needs and concludes: ‘And it is QUITE NICE when they think, oh yes, she’s not as daft 

as she looks’. 

It would appear that in both these cases altruism conceals co-existing personal 

rewards. 

Wanting to work with children 

From a training perspective, I was rather concerned by how few interviewees mentioned 

a desire to work with or educate children as their main motivating factor. Perhaps this 

was implicit as 80% of students ticked this option on the questionnaire but at interview 

the focus was not on working with children: the emphasis on ‘what I can do next’, 

suggesting a merging of vocational and personal interests, ‘the personal is vocational’. 

In ‘capability’ terms this implies an acceptance of what is possible. Exceptionally, F85 
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admits: ‘there is something about that age group that I still find exciting even though my 

children have moved on from it’. F91 was focused on children’s needs rather than just 

her own career, and as we saw in chapter 4, pursued a career in neonatal nursing. I134, a 

young adult just post-‘A’ level, showed a real commitment to young children: ‘I like 

working with children, I like figuring them out’. She believes that this is an essential 

requirement for a career in childcare: ‘you have either got the passion and the people 

who haven’t got it complain about money, complain about doing things, and cleaning, 

and doing their job’. Unfortunately, her work setting (a day nursery) was poorly 

managed and unsupportive and she decided to register for a psychology degree instead 

of continuing to work in childcare. Because she already had ‘A’ levels she had the 

‘capability’ to chose a different ‘functioning’ and with no children of her own, no need 

to closely integrate her life. Family was important to her but in a different role: her 

parents were prepared to support her through university. 

Truly liking children was rarely enough to sustain a childcare career. H125, for 

example, expressed a sincere ‘attachment’ to children, and wanted to ‘be able to help 

every child’. She struggled to qualify, only completing the Diploma on her third 

attempt, and was no longer working in the group when interviewed. There had clearly 

been problems with other staff and the committee and possibly with an Ofsted 

inspection too. H125’s plans are inconsistent, tingeing idealism with realistic doubts and 

I suspect it is this combination of emotions that made running a group so difficult for 

her. At one moment she is talking about setting up a creche for Tesco, of working at the 

local hospital, buying the pre-school outright if she won the lottery or claiming that she 

would be an excellent reception teacher. At another she admits: ‘I’m a bit scared and 

don’t know what way to go’. F86, the agonizer described in chapter 5, really cared 

about children but moved out of childcare because it ‘messed her head’. D45 and C25 

who just wanted to ‘play’ with children, disliked management responsibilities and 

moved out of childcare. I134 (mentioned above) moved on because she wanted a better 

environment for children: ‘because I CARE, it is always going to bother me’. 

Others who talked about play but continued to work in childcare articulated the link 

between play and education, thereby demonstrating a more realistic awareness of 

expectations. I133 was fascinated to find young children ‘like little sponges’ who ‘soak 
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up knowledge so much’ and recognized that you need to be educated to ‘look after other 

people’s children’. A2 found observation methods ‘fun’ because ‘you actually get to see 

how a child’s mind works’. E67 worried that ‘we’re not getting down with the children 

and learning through play’. C26, too, stressed the importance of play: ‘even though they 

are playing they are still learning’. These students recognized that children’s ‘capability 

formation’ is optimized when the environment is relaxed and age-appropriate. 

Professionally many students understood the importance of play for children but 

challenged the misconception that they themselves were ‘playing’ with children rather 

than ‘working’. I143 was very indignant that armed forces personnel ‘just think a load 

of women rock up and look after kids in a big room for hours’ and D32, who was 

almost exclusively career-focused, jested that: ‘when my husband says you only just 

play with children I feel like slapping him over … with a saucepan’.  

Not planning a career 

I think one explanation for the low priority given to both income and children as 

motivating factors was the casual way that students entered the profession. We have 

already seen that most of the students were working or otherwise involved with an early 

years setting before enrolling on the Diploma and the interviews abound with 

descriptions of how volunteering leads to jobs. D45’s comment is fairly representative 

of those who drift into work and is echoed by A1, A2, A8, A9 and D44: 

D45: I volunteered to be secretary … and then I was Treasurer for 2 years … and then the 
pre-school was looking for extra help and asked me if I would like to come back and help 
… I found myself on the books as an employee before I knew it. 

H113 describes the process vividly when she talks of ‘capturing the mum market’. 

H113: It usually captures the mum market, carers who have been out of work. For 
housewives it’s like a step into using the brain again, something they know because 
they’ve got their own children - so it’s - I think that’s how they are getting all their 
recruits … because it’s handy, because it’s near school, you get the school holidays. 

Very few of those who made the transition from parent to long-term practitioner 

intended to do this. Al had ‘no career plans’, E67 didn’t mean to ‘get so heavy into 

childcare’ and nor did F88: ‘If you had said to me five years before that I would be 

working with children … I would have said “never” ’. A8, who became a childcare 

lecturer never intended to ‘go as far as I have done with it, no’ and A10 explains 
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‘there’s no way I’d ever envisaged going into childcare’. Ironically, A9 who ‘did at the 

time’ want a career, was one of the people who quickly returned to a retail job. 

Interestingly, she also got divorced, and as a single parent could not manage on a 

childcare salary, income became significant. D44, however, remarked how she saw 

Diploma students ‘become more professional’ and by implication desired a similar 

personal transformation. She wanted to develop a new ‘functioning’. 

Exceptionally, a number of students commented on teaching as a possible progression 

route from pre-school work. Graduates possessed the ‘capability’ to achieve this 

‘function’ relatively easily but for some, G104, H126, and I129 it was only a vague 

future possibility, and others, D44 and G107 had considered it and decided it was not 

for them. Non-graduates, accepters B18 and F82, also contemplated teaching as a 

possible long-term aim, but the accumulater A8, chose an alternative more achievable 

‘functioning’ instead by moving into the post-compulsory sector where she does not 

need a degree to teach. Teaching is a considered aim for other accumulaters, B20 has 

teaching in mind as a long-term goal, is completing a foundation degree and ‘doing it all 

BACKWARDS’. She became pregnant at sixteen, achieved a handful of CSEs, married 

and went on to have two more children; so the childcare Diploma was her first serious 

qualification. She is now actively compensating for her truncated schooling and 

repairing her self-esteem. A second accumulater H112, is working her way through the 

teaching assistant qualifications but is not yet sure whether teaching will be her ultimate 

goal, leaving that decision until the children are ‘a tadge’ older. This is another instance 

of the centrality of children to the decision-making process. 

Apart from H112, most of the students working as TAs eschew teaching. B15 (a 

graduate) has decided not to develop this capability: ‘not after seeing all the heartache 

and hair-tearing that seems to go on’. E62 admits to having the ‘education’ bug but 

‘would not want to be a teacher for love nor money these days’. A2 focuses on the 

workload: ‘they’ve got reports to write, they’ve got IEPs4, they’ve got work to mark and 

work to put together and planning and NO, that’s not me’. A10 does not want to teach 

but clearly measures her own achievements against those of teachers. She claims to 

function as a teacher but is uncomfortable if parents address her as such ‘in front of any 

4 Individual Education Plans. These are record sheets specifying learning objectives, tasks to meet these, 
and targets of achievement for children with special educational needs. 
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teachers that come’: ‘I don’t want them to think that we think that highly of ourselves’. 

Their unprompted talk about rejecting teaching implies an earlier consideration of this 

career; the students are aware of the choices forming their capability set. 

Drifting into employment 

The routes through which the students achieved employment in childcare often 

demonstrate the link between family and work as well as reinforcing the casual nature 

of the process. Sometimes the progression is fortuitous, more often a result of 

‘signalling’ interest. For B18 her child’s behaviour was the trigger for involvement. 

The child would ‘kick up or make a stink’, and for B18 hanging around to settle the 

child gradually led to helping ‘if they were short-staffed’ and then to ‘more permanent’ 

work.  A2 ‘sort of tagged along’ with her daughter. B20 moved from cleaner to 

committee member to worker when her son went to school and ‘a job vacancy came 

up’. C25 ‘started being a mother helper’ and ‘shifted over into a job when an 

opportunity came up’. She explained that it coincided ‘perfectly with [X] who was then 

just rising three being old enough for me to say “well she could be in that classroom and 

I can be next door in the other classroom” ’. Note that both B20 and C25 exemplify my 

claim that decision-making reflected their family’s needs and that family and work are 

closely related. 

Occasionally the interviewee actively sought involvement for non-economic reasons, 

perhaps wanting a degree of social contact. F82 ‘really liked being part of a group’ and 

wanted to ‘integrate into the village’. B21 sought stimulation. She talked of not ‘being 

able to relax’ and described how, by dint of arriving early, she managed to progress 

from helper, to stand in, to paid helper. I143 made a purely instrumental decision to go 

into childcare to suit her family needs - young children and a husband still in the armed 

forces. Considering nursing, hairdressing and childcare she saw the latter as the easiest 

option ‘because we had a pre-school on camp where I knew I could go and do voluntary 

work’. Her husband funded the course. Anticipating a need to link family and work and 

the need for a relevant qualification they spent money rather than wait and see if I143 

could get a job and apply for fee support. 
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Some interviewees reacted promptly to opportunity. E62 says ‘they offered me the job 

and I grabbed it’, G104 that ‘after I’d volunteered for a while a one-to-one support post 

came up and I automatically took that’. I137 on the other hand, focused on getting 

pregnant after ten miscarriages, drifted into childcare and the Diploma course simply 

because it was there and a friend suggested it as an alternative to being bored at home: 

‘can’t see why not’. 

Several people were persuaded to try the job almost against their will, demonstrating 

that sometimes the element of choice is compromised when turning ‘capability’ into 

‘functioning’. B18 was coaxed into becoming a leader: ‘they kept saying to me “why 

don’t you apply for the job” and I’d say “no, no, no, I don’t want anything” ’. D34 

‘wasn’t actually planning on getting a job’ but was ‘offered a position’ despite her child 

technically being under the minimum age for attendance because the group could not 

recruit a leader. They begged her to ‘try it for a week, try it for a term, anything’. 

Interestingly both students are still running their same very successful groups and work 

in close partnership with their local primary schools; their potential or ‘capability to be 

and do’ was recognized by others and has been realized or ‘functionalized’ through 

others. This is partly true, too, for I133 who had little experience of younger children 

when invited to join the pre-school by a friend. She had enjoyed helping in school but 

saw the under-fives as ‘little rugrats running round the place’. She underwent a rapid 

conversion: ‘it was just so different from how I expected it to be that I really, really 

enjoyed it’. 

In contrast, I129, a graduate who started the course as a volunteer and was immediately 

approached about a job as a play leader in a group that needed major restructuring, had 

‘a really tough year’, has handed in her notice and ‘planned that I might have a few 

months off’ despite already being approached by two new employers. Again this 

decision was presented in terms of neglecting her family commitments: ‘I thought the 

age my children are and how much time it is taking up and it didn’t seem right for me to 

be carrying on’. However, persistent probing on my part finally elicited other reasons, 

problems with the committee, acrimonious arguments about space and ratios for the 

following year, annoyance that as a trained worker she finds it ‘hard not being listened 

to’ and how this culminated in ‘a bit of an email battle over Christmas’. That the group 
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had approached her in the first place was an exacerbating factor. In withdrawing she has 

exercised choice and her ‘functioning’ has reverted to a ‘capability’. It could be 

surmised that I129 used her children’s needs to conceal other reasons but looking at the 

entire interview carefully I think this is not the case. It would be more accurate to say 

that as I129 did not need to work at all, the sacrifice involved in being less available for 

her own children was only acceptable when she was enjoying her work. Once it became 

stressful she preferred to spend the time with her children. 

Together the lack of career planning and the drift into childcare work reveal a 

group of students who are realistically and/or instinctively aware of the nature of 

their capability sets and who decide to turn possibilities into functionings. Their 

motivation for entering childcare seems to stem from a recognition that this kind 

of work is amenable and possible; not a challenge to the role of motherhood. 

Indeed many focus quite openly on the convenient nature of the work. 

Convenience 

H113 finds pre-school work ‘handy’, I137 claims ‘it fits in great with my daughter’s 

school’. G104 finds the job ‘perfect for what I want at the moment’ and B18 knew that 

she ‘wanted to do something that would enable me to spend time with the girls’. A8 

‘was interested’ in childcare but acknowledges that ‘it fits around your own children’. 

A10 is now a manager and claims that for all her staff ‘the family comes first’. 

A10: All of these girls, do this job because it goes well with the children. 

People voice the importance of the shorter day in a number of ways. C25 will ‘NOT go 

into work … before my children have gone to school’. C26 talks of being able to 

‘branch out’ when her daughter went to school. D32 went looking for ‘a job term time 

only’, D44 ‘to fit in with the children really’. F85 acknowledges the suitable hours, the 

school holidays and geographical proximity but describes these as a ‘real bonus’ rather 

than key factors. F82 reveals that, for her, the process was also dual-motivated: 

F82: I love working with the children and, yes, it started off with being very, very 
convenient in terms of fitting in with my family and in terms of its location … 

A few are clear that they want to avoid others caring for their children. F88 overtly 

states: ‘I didn’t want to put them into childcare’, but this was not said as a criticism of 
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daycare facilities. A10 got a job in childcare because she ‘was hating … paying 

someone else to look after’ her son. In H113’s family it is her husband ‘who has never 

been happy putting my kids in with a childminder’ but in B21’s family it is she who 

says: ‘I only wanted family members’. She also admits that part of the problem was 

money: ‘if it were anyone else I would have to pay which wasn’t on the cards really’. 

Some, D45, H112 and A1, are able to put family above economic considerations. 

Others want to but cannot. D44, for example, claims: ‘I’ve tried never to be materialistic 

and unfortunately when you are poor you realize that money does matter’. One student 

views financial considerations slightly differently. C26 sees the low pay as a sign that 

people are ‘dedicated to working with children’ because ‘there are more jobs, better 

paid, less qualification that you could do’. She mentions stacking shelves in a 

supermarket as a better paid option. Casual retail work is a viable alternative to 

childcare and several students had undertaken such work. F91 had worked in a 

supermarket prior to going into childcare. H126 worked evenings to finance the course 

and her husband’s continued studies. I133 had had shop jobs while her first two children 

were young. C23 took up supermarket work immediately on completing the Diploma as 

it paid more and she needed to earn more. 

H112 believes that convenience is a key factor but also that once established in 

childcare people become apathetic towards moving on. 

H112: For most women I would suggest that they are in childcare positions because it 
works for them while their children are young and then they get stuck in this rut and so 
they carry on. 

Within my data this is true of some of my ‘accepters’, also some ‘agonizers’, but not of 

most ‘step-uppers’ and ‘accumulaters’; these students exercise human agency to turn 

capabilities into functionings. 

Conversely, some students, A2, D32, F88 who wanted or needed to work, saw childcare 

as a bridge between their private and public lives. A2 is very explicit in stating her 

family priorities. 

A2: It was more to fit in with family commitments and working around the children. That 
came first rather than the working conditions and salaries. 
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Likewise, E62 clearly articulates her aim to balance conflicting needs and her 

recognition that her options are limited, her capability set shaped by compromise. 

E62: I want the best of both worlds. I want to be able to work and also I want to be at 
home with my children when they are at home. And childcare, teaching, working within 
that environment allows me to do that and it’s rewarding … 

EDUCATIONAL 

So far we have looked at students’ educational narratives in relation to personal, 

familial and vocational expectations. Equally important are their philosophical views 

about education. What did students think education was for? 

Philosophical views 

When asked directly about the purposes of education students offered a range of 

answers demonstrating an awareness of, if not always the terminology relating to, 

theoretical/practical and vocational/liberal polarities. Key values stated theoretically 

included the instrumental - vocational and functional issues (skills); and a range of more 

liberal values like personal aims for greater confidence and enjoyment of education for 

its own sake, expressed at times as ‘fun’. A few students (eg: H112, I134) asked at the 

outset whether the purpose question should be answered in terms of children or adults, 

but the majority assumed that my interest was with adults, perhaps because they 

remembered the nature of my research. F82 who held a liberal view of education, 

thought it was ‘different for children and for adults’, as children need to be taught a 

broad range of subjects as a preparation for adulthood. Sen too, according to Saito 

(2003, p.26), believes that ‘restricting the temporary freedom of a child may well 

expand the freedom that the child will have in future’. 

Vocational aims 

As all the students had enrolled on the Diploma, itself a vocational training course, one 

might have expected vocational values to predominate. This was not the case, only two 

students, D32 and H113, gave answers that were purely work-related. A further five 

students prioritized vocational issues but then introduced other matters. B18 felt that ‘if 

you didn’t learn anything about anything you’d be a very dull person’, B21 talked about 
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‘personal goals’, and I129 talked about the importance of ‘learning something new’. 

She does not believe ‘education should ever stop’ but admits to currently needing a 

vocational motive in order to find the time to study: 

I129: I think I work better if it’s for a career purpose rather than an evening class to learn 
how to flower arrange … When I’ve got loads of time (laughs) doing something that’s 
more of an interest is a more viable interest. Perhaps when the children are a lot older? 

I133 spoke about ‘confidence’ linking this to both her working life and interpersonal 

relationships, and confidence was a major concern for F88 also, who sought the ability 

to ‘go out there and do something and to have that background behind it’ and believed 

the Diploma provided that assurance. F88’s stance was a move from the theoretical to 

the practical that was echoed by others: E62 and G104 voiced similar concerns. 

Functional skills and relevance 

Four students focused on functional aspects of education. A8, an adult education 

lecturer, and B20 a foundation degree student may have been reiterating government 

policy. For I137, however, skills acquisition was a personal need as she lacked basic IT 

skills and was encountering academic jargon for the first time: ‘bibliography and all that 

sort of thing - I’d never heard of that before in my life’. 

A2 was less needy but largely because she has already made good a personal 

educational deficit. Working class, she left school at sixteen, ‘had a couple of office 

jobs that I really hated’, became pregnant and went back to college at eighteen to do 

GCE maths to compensate for a low grade CSE. Concerned about continuing poor 

functional skills in society, she went to work as a primary school TA responsible for 

literacy and numeracy support when her pre-school folded. From a historical standpoint, 

her ‘mission’ resonates with the ideals of the radical educators. In contemporary terms 

her concern that ‘there are a few people around still that can’t read and write and do 

basic sums’ and insistence that this should be addressed equates with Nussbaum’s level 

2 claim that ‘an adequate education’ is one of the ‘basic functional capabilities at which 

societies should aim for their citizens’ (Nussbaum, 1995b, pp. 84, 82).  

A2 also believes that education should be relevant to life. She complains about the 

theoretical component of the Diploma syllabus: ‘when do I ever use the theorists in the 
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classroom?’, only partly in jest. However, her awareness that education should be 

appropriate for purpose slightly broadens this perspective. 

A2: Some people do educational courses just for the fun of it … they just like English 
literature … Other people want to go on to teach English as a language and therefore need 
a qualification. 

F91 raises a similar point about options, distinguishing between vocational and 

recreational needs in terms of people finding ‘their own level’. H125 also sees relevance 

to everyday life as an important criteria and links this to children’s ages. Talking about 

little children she favours a holistic play-based curriculum: 

H125: Just exploring is most important to children, being able to get outside and lift up 
boulders and rocks and that and see what’s underneath them and explore why there’re 
clouds moving in the sky. 

For older children she stresses the importance of being able to do ‘something that they 

are actually interested in rather than something that they have to do’ but assumes that 

this will be work-related. She is very negative about her children’s experiences in the 

secondary sector and talks about peer pressure and how school tends to highlight the 

difference between the affluent and the rest, families like her own with reduced 

capabilities, leading to lower levels of ‘functioning’. 

H125: As they get older children are open to such different worlds … you’ve got the 
children that go round bragging that they’ve done it all and been there, and you’ve got the 
children that wish they had done it all and been there. 

Such a view should be considered alongside other claims that a key purpose of 

education is to boost confidence. When Walker (2006b, p.168) states that ‘education is 

in itself a basic capability which affects the development and expansion of other 

capabilities’ she is implying a positive role not the reverse. In lay terms, I129 makes a 

similar point when she says: ‘you’ve got more opportunities if you, if you have 

qualifications’. 

Liberal views 

The majority of students took a broad, liberal view of education, often including 

vocational issues but in a secondary role or in relation to individual values and personal 

growth. G104 who has experienced both types of education believes that the vocational 

and liberal ‘tie in anyway’, G107 thinks it would be a ‘lovely world where you can 
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marry the two’ and D34 firmly believes that without ‘the underpinning sometimes the 

vocational doesn’t have much value’. Some students were ambivalent about the relative 

worth of vocational and liberal education, possibly picking up messages from the media 

and central government. For example, F85 who sees education as primarily liberal: ‘to 

discover more about things and about yourself’, admits if she were studying ‘for the 

sake of it’ she would need a clear goal, to see a ‘means to an end’. She then states that 

this could be a career goal ‘but it could be just personal development’. The word just is 

ambiguous, as it could imply a separation of the vocational and personal or that the 

latter is inferior. In context I think it spans the two meanings. 

Many, but not all, of the women were returning to work after having children and so 

acutely conscious of issues of self-esteem and confidence. Perhaps the focus on 

individualism and growth was inevitable given the child-centred nature of the Diploma 

course. References to ‘moving on’, ‘growing’ and ‘progression’ were common -

possibly connected to the lengthy supremacy of Piaget’s stages of development within 

childcare. Certainly several students (A9, B9, F91) made colloquial reference to 

education’s cognitive role: it ‘expands the brain’. For A10 progression carries notions of 

lifelong learning: ‘you need ongoing teaching and learning and training in it to actually 

keep up with the world’. Her description also has a compensatory flavour, suggesting 

perhaps that second chances may only lead to second best: 

A10: I’m sure if I was taught better at school or sent to a better school or was listened to 
at home … I would probably have wanted to go into teaching … 

Poignantly, C25 not only talks about ‘moving on in one’s life and growing’ but 

also, and, note the element of uncertainty, that ‘you can move on and become a 

new person, a different person, hopefully?’. When interviewed C25’s life was at a 

crossroads. She had just decided to give up her job in a pre-school with an 

irascible manager ‘after ten years treading on glass’ because her marriage was 

‘falling apart’ and she could not ‘handle the two at once’. Her plans were to take 

time out and experiment with writing and illustrating children’s books rather than 

any new educational initiative. Another student, H112 also describes education in 

terms of life-style change, turning the theoretical question into an individualized 

one, a search for ‘a different me as well’. 
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Some of the adults holding liberal views of education declared it enjoyable. H126 found 

pleasure in reading and exploring things and graduated in biology because she really 

liked the subject. However, her decision to enrol on the childcare Diploma was 

differently motivated. An Asian student, living in England on a limited income while 

her husband completed his PhD, she needed a job. Thinking laterally, she decided that a 

childcare course would simultaneously improve her language skills, employability and 

self-assurance, thereby developing her capability to work in England. For her the key 

lay in the reading of ‘simple books’ to children. 

Four students take a holistic view of education. C25 who actually uses the phrase, 

merely mentions developing the ‘whole person’, D34 of ‘making links across different 

areas’. H125, talked passionately about educational principles but, referring to the 

compulsory sector, saw this as largely negative. D44 the student who ‘loves learning’ 

has a holistic view of life as well as learning and would like education not to be so 

‘single-minded’. She also embraces ‘deep’ learning processes saying of the Diploma: 

‘some things you learn and you are not the same afterwards’. Overall the student 

comments are very insightful, covering a far broader range of ideas than I could 

possibly include in this text. A summary of their responses to the theoretical question 

‘what is the purpose of education’ is included as appendix 5d so that the interested 

reader can explore these more fully. Insights like ‘it’s a civilizing influence’ (A1), that it 

is to ‘keep up with the world’ (A10), or ‘to help them understand themselves’ (C26), 

deserve more attention than can be given here. 

Discussion 

Using the framework of personal, familial, vocational and educational matters, this 

chapter demonstrates the many and varied linkages between these aspects. It records 

how for the majority of the students the common pattern was to have children, to 

become involved in their pre-school, to be offered paid work and then decide to qualify 

in the field, a pathway that links family, workplace and education at the outset 

demonstrating how these strands underpin the students’ range of choices, or capability 

set. The chapter reports how earlier experiences in the compulsory sector were often 

negative and expectations mediated by embedded family values making the relationship 
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with education a ‘loaded’ one. Students re-entering education, particularly the lesser 

qualified, were apprehensive but relieved to be entering an adult class. Some had 

experienced considerable trauma in their lives and most had come to terms with this 

before entering childcare, but a few saw education to be a solution to ongoing problems, 

demonstrating faith in its reparative function. Nevertheless their attitude to education is 

agentive, the students recounting earlier ‘difficult’ experiences at school had risked 

another try; a particularly brave action for those who believed that the college 

experience would be similar to schooling. 

Being a mother is a core facet of the students’ identities and when they talk of ‘missing’ 

out on time with their children these statements carry strong emotional overtones. From 

first enrolment, studying is not to disrupt family life: education and family must co-exist 

but not to the detriment of the latter. Analysis of the students’ reactions to work reveals 

that for the majority income is not the main motivator and they do not consider 

themselves to be ‘exploited’. Being paid, and moving on from voluntary status is 

important but low rates of pay are accepted as inevitable provided the family can afford 

this. Some students appear to work for altruistic motives, supporting other children and 

the local community, but possibly there are additional hidden status benefits 

underpinning these beliefs. Liking children is an implied but not always overtly voiced 

reason for entering the profession and can be a reason for moving out of the sector if 

views of the workplace are too Utopian. Working with children is much more 

frequently stated as an aim, and the low levels of career planning, the ease with which 

parents of pre-school children can drift into childcare work, and the way in which the 

majority enrol on the Diploma without accessing advice and guidance in college suggest 

that the students are following acknowledged paths that others have already established, 

perhaps gaining the confidence to study because they know of women like themselves 

who have done this successfully. In effect the students can define their capability sets 

through contact with others in similar situations and there is evidence that many do just 

that. Here again, the links between family, work and education appear to underpin the 

capability set; and education, the act of qualifying, serves a durative function, 

maintaining the status quo rather than supporting future plans. For these students the 

prospective nature of education is mediated by the workplace; career plans and broader 

aims belong to the future not to the ‘now’ of motherhood. 
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Working in childcare may be playing an important role in returning women to the 

workforce but in a part time and convenient way. Many students stress the importance 

of being able to work convenient hours that fit inside the traditional school day and 

term. Some stated this in terms of practical considerations but for others this also carried 

emotional overtones. Work is important but the needs of the family must be met first 

and this is also true for education. Comments about time demonstrate the marginalized 

nature of studying; truly liberal and/or recreational courses are for ‘later’ not for 

mothers who have other commitments. As I129 says ‘it’s a time thing’. The practical 

need to fit study into an embryonic working life and to care for their children means that 

the majority have chosen to do a vocational course. We saw in chapter 4 that about half 

saw childcare work as a natural extension of the ‘mothering’ role, but for others it was 

just a possible source of employment for someone striving to balance the needs of the 

family and the workplace and find the energy to undergo relevant training. Perhaps, for 

many, an integrated life is the only manageable option. 

Overall, education is portrayed as far more socialized than the commonly held view of 

individual students achieving personal goals. Family holds a central place and there is 

widespread evidence that the local and wider community is also important in the 

comments about altruism and other people’s children. These women enjoy being 

mothers and, as E62 says, ‘want the best of both worlds’, work and being available 

when the children are at home. Talking theoretically, a few students mention basic 

functional skills, usually those who recognize that they are not fully competent in areas 

of literacy, numeracy or ICT. The majority tend to espouse liberal views of education, 

perhaps in part because they are training to teach children through play, but also 

because they hold such values to be important. Despite this outlook, the students have 

recognized non-essential learning to be a luxury that they cannot currently afford and 

have enrolled on a vocational course. This is a wise move as a recent vocational training 

qualification, like the Diploma, could open up further opportunities in the field of 

education at a later date. 

In summary, we are seeing complex patterns of interaction and dependency with 

maternal and family roles, work in childcare, and educational qualification coming 

together supportively, to allow students to integrate their lives. 



 

 

 
 

   
 

            
             

 

         

            

        

            

          

            

              

              

            

           

           

           

          

              

           

          

         

          

               

              

 

          

         

          

             

           

            

          

Chapter 6 

PATTERNS ACROSS THE NARRATIVES: PRACTICES 

It’s almost like a bitter-sweet thing … It wasn’t enjoyable because of the conflicts of time and everything 
… although I kind of hated it, I was loving learning, so that’s the pay off. (C25) 

In capability terms, this is a significant chapter for, in discussing practices within 

education and the personal, family and workplace spheres, its focus is on the ‘beings’ 

and ‘doings’ of student lives. This durative function of education, however, considers 

the processes of ‘becoming’ a student and settling into the college environment before 

focusing on the ‘realities’ coincident with the educational experience, entering the 

historic present of ‘contemporary’ time. This is not the ‘now’ of the interview date, but 

the ‘now’ of the study period, which for some students meant looking back ten years. 

The collection of retrospective data should be viewed in a positive light. It is an 

efficient but also a refined process, as the students are able to focus, knowing the 

antecedent and subsequent developments at the point of narration. While time may dim 

the memory it also diminishes the impact of individual incidents and emotions, 

encouraging a more balanced, perhaps more accurate, reflective account and a better 

sense of perspective. Indeed, this feature of repisodic memory, the recall of saliences 

rather than detail, may grant post hoc interviews a greater validity than those carried out 

immediately after an event when people are still influenced by concurrent incidents 

(Fivush & Neisser, 1996; in Kearney, 2005, p.118). Certainly, the level of recall 

supports this theoretical rationale, for the students discount areas of little interest. When 

pressed to remember details about college generally, B15’s comment that ‘we didn’t 

think of ourselves as college students, more as people that just came in and did our bit 

and went away again’ was echoed by others so would appear to have a broader validity. 

Despite the focus on contemporary time, the narratives do take a broader sweep on 

occasion and this contextualization is respected. The workplace information, in 

particular, is not tightly bounded: students talk more generally about their experiences 

of childcare work and some of the information relates to the period between study and 

interview. Some offer detailed accounts of their working conditions, others broaden the 

debate to include the demands of childcare work, setting the localized detail within 

broader political frameworks. A substantial proportion of the chapter discusses the 
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students’ stated views on the experience of being in college, the practical and social 

structures that mattered to them and those that they created together. It examines how 

the students managed their studies beyond the college day - when and how they found 

time to write assignments given the competing needs of children and family, home and 

workplace; claims on their time that were seen as more deserving of their attention. The 

students comment on levels of support from family, friends and colleagues and this 

takes a variety of forms, some positive and some with negative connotations. Some of 

the findings are discussed in relation to existing educational theory. Comments on the 

structure of the educational experience are considered against classic work on the 

barriers to women’s education carried out by feminist researchers in the 80s and 90s 

(McGivney, 1993b; Coats, 1994). To avoid a simplistic individualized description, 

students’ attitudes to studying are analysed against Belenky and colleagues’ (1986) 

theorization of women’s ways of learning, itself a feminist reinterpetation of Perry’s 

earlier work (1970) on Harvard male students. 

In looking in detail at the contemporary strands in the students’ lives and how the 

students juggled and prioritized conflicting demands, this chapter begins the process of 

recognizing constraints and choices. It anticipates a later discussion about whether they 

are freely choosing their ‘functionings’ from an appropriate capability set or whether 

being content to train in childcare is an example of an ‘adaptive preference’, a 

conditioned inability to recognize the possibility of other options. 

PERSONAL 

Becoming a student 

For many of the students the adult nature of their class was vitally important. I133, for 

example, who claimed (in chapter 5) ‘I don’t do teenagers very well’ was ‘quite happy 

to be working with girls that were relatively round my age range, mature’. So too were, 

I129 the graduate, C26 and F82. These students had all enjoyed school (see appendix 

5b) as had F86, who found college attendance ‘a real treat’ and B21 who found it ‘quite 

energizing’ and ‘loved being me rather than supervisor … or mummy’. Here we have 

an example of a student accepting her roles in the workplace and the family and seeing 

education not as certificating vocational competence but as a means of finding a 
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personal identity. This comment, however, demonstrates an awareness unusual in these 

interviews that the student does have separate roles and that the family, the workplace 

and education are discrete strands in her life. 

For students with less happy memories of school, the transition to student was less easy. 

H113, struggling with agoraphobia, coped by staying in the classroom: ‘you are pretty 

much within your group anyway so you are not seeing a lot of the college’. I137 

depended upon peer support: ‘once I got into the room with the women, I felt fine’. The 

least positive comment came from I143, the ex-forces drill instructor who had ‘always 

worked with men’. She described working with women as ‘horrendous’ but felt that 

‘studying with women’ was slightly better ‘because you are not there to socialize or 

really talk’. A2 too distinguishes between working with and studying with women, also 

preferring the latter option. 

A2: In an office you are all doing your different jobs ... but on a course ... you are all 
doing the same things and we had a good laugh and got on really well with each other. 

This element of shared experience is repeatedly mentioned. A8 and A10 both talk of 

everyone being ‘in the same boat’ and even H125 who, exceptionally to the general 

trend, found the group a threat, realized that you ‘always settle after a while’. 

C25 and D34 saw college as an escape from the stresses of the workplace: respectively 

claiming ‘a day out’ and ‘a day when I could not worry about what was going on at 

work as well’. A10, overcoming her initial apprehension, found ‘the actual college bit 

… quite good fun’ which contrasts with her own school days when she was bullied and 

‘the main object of the day was getting through it unscathed’. A10 recognized that ‘the 

thought of going back to college was harder than the actual work at college’, verbalizing 

the long-term consequences of poor compulsory schooling identified in the previous 

chapter. 

Forming groups 

We have already seen that it mattered to students to be amongst other adults, and can 

now consider how other aspects of group support were important on a course like the 

Diploma. A8 points out: ‘they like coming to the group; they don’t like the course 

ending …’. B21 mentions the importance of ‘the bond you get as it goes on’ and several 
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interviewees mention the importance of support from fellow students. For C26 this is 

generalized, being in a small group in college: ‘you can help each other out’. This 

comment contrasts with the experience of being in a larger group. In some of these, 

despite considerable efforts to move and mix students, the cohorts divided themselves 

into comfortable sub-groups, often according to ability or background. H125 remarked 

on the way people found their niche by forming ‘little groups’, claiming, herself, to 

have settled with the ‘less educated’ group. Another member of the same cohort, H112, 

who openly admits to being very vulnerable to atmosphere, described the class as 

‘lively and friendly’ but also perceived the factions, some she ‘sat alongside’, some she 

did not ‘always see eye-to-eye with’ and those who ‘all went and smoked together’. 

Despite repeated movement for groupwork students in cohort ‘I’ also maintained their 

preferred positions. I143 (who sat at the back) talks of the classroom being ‘quite 

separated’ and in a sweeping generalization whose connotations I dislike but cannot 

refute, labelled sub-groups according to their ethnicity, class, age and self-esteem, 

placing herself among ‘your kind of normal people at the back’. That she could do this, 

demonstrates that students were aware of ‘habitus’ despite this being a poor predictor of 

contemporary educational attitudes or outcomes. 

Most students enjoyed the diversity within the group without feeling a need to label 

others. D44 talks of how ‘you met people with similar backgrounds or wanting similar 

things’ but, conversely, for E67 it was the variety of student backgrounds and 

experiences that made the environment stimulating and supportive. E67 attended the 

course with a colleague who already had a degree and gained confidence from finding 

that they both found the wording of tasks difficult to grasp.  

Finding a friend 

D32, seeing herself as brave in turning up alone, draws attention to a significant feature 

of the course, the practice of either coming with a friend or making a friend or informal 

‘study buddy’. Several students formed supportive pairs. A10 came on the course with 

A7, travelled to college with her and studied with her in the evening: ‘we used to go 

round to each other’s houses [sic] and sit with our books … and we would do it between 

us and it was fine’. G107 also derived benefit from attending with a colleague. She 
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lived some distance from college and had no transport apart from a bike. Her colleague 

drives but ‘doesn’t like new experiences and was very glad to have someone with her’. 

As G107 jokingly put it: ‘our phobias matched!’. D32, who found studying very hard 

and now thinks ‘I’m a bit dyslexic’ ‘wouldn’t have done it without the people at the 

course to help me’ and describes going round to a particular student’s house for help 

when she could not do it. ‘She’d say, “yes you can, sit yourself down and I’ll read it 

through” .’ This can be both positive and negative. I137 only enrolled on the course 

because her graduate friend was doing it and I137 is ‘apprehensive’ about this: ‘I didn’t 

want to look thick in front of her’. When I137 needs help it is to her partner and to 

another different friend that she turns ‘for some little tips like spelling and word count, 

margins, I didn’t know all about that’. 

Looking horizontally across the cohort of 150 students I could identify nine such study 

pairs and interestingly many were in the D cohort. In this study group of 22 students ten 

came in pairs: D28 and D30 worked together, as did D29 and D49, D33 and D47, D39 

and D45, and D31 and D36. Towards the end of the course D41 became D44’s 

neighbour but this was purely coincidental and there is no evidence that they travelled 

or socialized together. D41 was one of the very young students with no children, 

moving in with a boyfriend; D44 a mature married woman with four children. During 

the course D37 went to work in the same group as D48 demonstrating how, informal 

contact can sometimes lead to a new career opening. Looking vertically, only three 

interviewees referred to earlier students specifically but I know that some pre-schools 

send me a succession of students, indicating that recruitment is probably informed by 

hearsay within the early years settings. In effect, students who find pathways that lie 

within their capability sets identify the successful routes to others.  

Patterns of studying 

An important aspect of the investigation into educational practices was to ascertain 

exactly how adult women returners found the time to study, and particularly to write 

assignments as these normally require a concentrated effort. Inevitably study practices 

mention aspects of family organization but I intend to focus on study patterns from the 

student’s perspective before entering into general discussions about family support in 

the next section. 
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As a perennial late night student myself, I was initially surprised that only two students 

mentioned ‘burning the midnight oil’ and only seven students studied late, and then only 

when assignments were due in. Perhaps this is a mature student pattern as people are 

already accustomed to regular working hours. Certainly I129, the ‘holiday’ worker, 

avoided reading late at night once she had small children but admitted to doing this as 

an undergraduate. 

I129: I could do that when I was at university but with young children getting up early in 
the morning I just can’t function properly if I do that. 

For H125, C25 who describes crying in the night over assignments, I133, I137, A9 and 

F88, late night study was to avoid disrupting the family not from inclination and, as F88 

states, not something to be repeated. A10 worked on her day off and in the evening but 

had a relaxed approach to learning and happily recalled ‘sitting and reading it in bed at 

night when the children had gone to bed’. Other students specifically excluded late night 

study, D45 was a ‘before 9 o’clock’ student and F85 claimed that ‘my brain and my 

body shut down by about 8.30’ and described getting up early on a Sunday morning at 

about 6 or 7am ‘because it didn’t affect anyone or affect a day out at all’, adding that 

she ‘would be lying in bed worrying about it anyway’. 

Students frequently mentioned cramming study into every possible moment. A9, B20, 

F82 and G104 described this practice and I133 deliberately avoided regular routines, 

preferring to ‘dash up and go and do an hour’ when she had ‘got it in your head rather 

than doing stipulated times’. A2 talked of ‘always’ having the assignments ‘out on the 

living room floor’ and doing work ‘when I could’. B15, a graduate like G104 also had 

the discipline to use odd times effectively: ‘times when you might have just sat down 

and have a cup of tea you just had to get on’. B21 prioritized study over housework, 

using ‘windows of opportunity’ to work systematically but still needing a ‘final sort of 

splurge’ at the end to pull an assignment together. She says she ‘just became a hermit 

really’ as, living in an isolated community, she had to discourage other mums from 

dropping in. 

B21: You sort of have to put people off and say ‘I’ve got assignments to do. I really need 
to NOT see you this week or next week’. 
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Many of the students were still working part-time and could utilize their ‘unpaid’ time 

during the week to study. A10, B20, B21, F82 talked of having a day off, F85, D45 and 

E62 said they had an afternoon off that they could use, A2 had a couple of afternoons, 

B18 worked when her daughter had an afternoon nap. 

Personality and circumstances appeared to dictate study patterns rather than prior 

experience. Of the graduates, A1 just seemed to find study time effortlessly, perhaps 

because ‘the kids were all at school full time’. B15 was very disciplined. G104, 

however left everything to the last minute: ‘I need the adrenalin to kick in … I find 

myself having a slight nagging feeling and suddenly everything’s got to stop because I 

have just got to get it done’. D44 was also disorganized, leaving assignments to the last 

minute as she hated missing out on family life: ‘I didn’t find enough time to do them. It 

was a struggle’. 

There is some evidence that piecemeal but systematic study patterns could be acquired.  

A8, an accumulater, initially worked ‘whenever I could snatch an hour’ but at a later 

date, when she needed a ‘really organized phase’ actually filled out a study timetable 

and found she could adhere to it. H113 who found studying ‘very difficult to fit in with 

family life’ also learnt to focus quicker, to set herself a regular routine and to do ‘one 

little question at a time’. This was a skill that H112 had already perfected. She liked to 

‘get everything out of the way, clear the decks and then settle down and do it’. She 

started ‘from the word go’, read independently, studied the tasks, planned ahead, and 

putting all the criteria on separate pieces of paper, collected together all the evidence 

she needed. I remember she often handed completed assignments in early too. 

The majority became adept at juggling home, work and study needs. Only a few 

students, like I143, were able to command undisturbed study periods. Even at the end of 

the course, she claimed: ‘I have to have this huge bulk of time’. She called upon the 

support of visiting parents and would either take to the bedroom ‘with the ironing board 

as a desk with my laptop on’ or ‘lose six to eight hours in the library’. Perhaps it was 

the availability of parents that allowed this trait to continue. Pregnant and with her 

husband on active service, studying offered respite from caring for an active toddler. 

Overall, we are seeing a variety of practices demonstrating that for the majority 

studying was a marginal activity fitted around their family and work commitments. 
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FAMILIAL 

Family support 

Students like I143 could only work for dedicated lengths of time if they could delegate 

the childcare to someone else. In I143’s case it was her parents who supported her and 

this was a facility a number of students could call upon, suggesting an intergenerational 

interest in protecting the integrity of family, work and study. 

E62, separated from her abusive husband, was actually living with her mother following 

her breakdown. A9 whose partner ‘didn’t mind either way’ if she studied, relied on her 

mum to take children to school ‘on college days’. I129’s husband had ‘done Open 

University so he was used - he understood how much time was required’ but her 

children, then only six and seven ‘were getting fed up with me - with their mummy -

going off to the office’ so she developed a pattern of intensive working, just before 

assignments were due in. Relying upon ‘both the grandparents’ having the children, ‘it 

was all sort of crammed into holiday time’. 

More commonly, students described partners who supported them, particularly by 

taking children out at weekends so that the student could study in peace. The husbands 

of A1, C26, D44, F82, F86, F88, G104 and H113 were all prepared to do this and D44’s 

husband who works shifts is described as ‘domestic’ and likes to cook as well. H113’s 

partner despite his psychological support, on the other hand, was ‘not keen on 

housework’ or on ‘feeding everybody’ and did not like it if ‘there wasn’t clean clothes 

to wear’ but he did not mind if the ‘house looked a complete pigsty’ so when she had an 

assignment to write she knew exactly which jobs to prioritize and which to neglect. 

B21’s husband’s business had just closed when she started both pre-school work and the 

Diploma course so he was able to take care of their children. When her husband found a 

job, he scheduled his hours around the Diploma, so ‘his day off in the week became 

college day’. B18’s husband also offered childcare initially as he was convalescent at 

home. Unfortunately, he required hospitalization during the course, which ‘did affect it 

a bit’, but local family were able to help out. B18 emphasizes the positive aspects: ‘It 

was quite trying … but I was quite proud of myself really (laughs), how we managed, 

yes’. It is noticeable that these comments reflect traditional gendered divisions within 
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the family and that the women were grateful for any support offered rather than 

expecting it as a right. 

One husband offered both emotional and practical support. I137’s husband not only 

reassured her: ‘ “you always think yourself thick or something”, he said, “but you’re 

not” ’, but would sit up late into the night helping her edit excess words: ‘we were up 

till 2 o’clock in the morning cutting them all out. He said, “you’ve got to” ’. I137 

describes how she would ask him to read her assignment aloud so that she could hear ‘if 

that sounds all right’ and they would work on the grammar together. The husband 

continued critical support right through to the end as he commented that her last 

assignment was ‘so much different from the first one’. A close reading of this interview 

detects no hint of patronage or condescension in the support. 

In contrast, other husbands were ambivalent or distinctly unhelpful, determined that 

studying should not intrude on family life. D32 claimed her husband thought she was 

just playing, C25’s made it a condition of study that ‘you manage to get everything 

done here’ and as a result ‘felt obliged to do everything else around the house’. These 

are sentiments closely echoed by F85 who states that, although ‘he would probably 

deny it’ her husband commented at the start of the course that it was ‘fine as long as it 

doesn’t affect me, or the children’ and consequently she also had to ‘scuttle around’ 

‘fitting the college work around everything else’. Such attitudes are very stress-

inducing. C25 describes crying over assignments ‘many times over’ at ‘some ridiculous 

time of night’. F85 claims that lack of support prevented her from going on to the 

foundation degree later. 

F85: Certainly that went a long way to the decision not to go any further afterwards. 
Doing it to that level [3] was kind of the only space there was in my life at that time. 

Sometimes children were supportive. F82 acknowledges that her ‘children were very 

good’ when she studied but I133’s (admittedly older) children actually helped with her 

work. I133 described how her two elder children ‘sat there, sometimes until about 12 

o’clock at night doing word counts for me and reading things through’, allowing her to 

hear what she has written and to ask ‘does that sound all right?’ They also ‘typed up 

notes for me’ and ‘did the hole-punching’ during those ‘few days before you are 

supposed to hand it in’ when ‘you just go completely off the rails’. By involving them, 
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she not only got help but turned potential competition for her attention into a personal 

support system - a very clever, if, possibly, instinctive strategy. 

Sometimes support was a whole family affair, everyone recognizing that ‘mother’ had 

needs. This could be very small-scale. C26 describes how ‘the television never used to 

go on sometimes when I was writing the assignments’. For E67 it was the family 

allowing her to work on special occasions: ‘one Boxing Day I did my coursework for 

the exams to hand in after Christmas’, something she ‘really enjoyed’ but she does not 

tell us what the rest of the family were doing. 

A minority of students had no regular help and either coped alone or maximized any 

opportunities that arose. H125, mother of four, talking in the presence of her eldest 

daughter who declined to leave the living room, ‘found it a bit hard work and not a lot 

of support’. Her subsequent comment, accompanied by a nod in the daughter’s 

direction, that ‘people don’t always look at the job as a proper job’ was presumably also 

family-oriented. She described how she used to ‘put the earplugs in and sit up in the 

bedroom and hope that no-one is going to come barging through the door’ but admitted 

she could not work ‘when other people were in the house’. She also talked about 

‘fighting all the time’ in her workplace so I feel she did well to complete at all (on her 

third attempt). D34 also tried to ‘lock myself away in the bedroom’ after choosing the 

children ‘a good video’ because ‘you can’t farm them off to friends all the time -

because they do get fed up with seeing your children’. An alternative, if he was not 

working away, was ‘sending them for a long walk’ with her husband who was 

obviously prepared to do this although she reluctantly admits that he was ‘ambivalent’ 

to her studying and, when I push harder, that ‘he might not appreciate it’ if she carried 

on ‘beyond a degree’. After completing the Diploma, D34 had been one of the first to 

start (and also the first to stop) doing a foundation degree and I had never quite been 

given a reason that felt credible. Even at interview she will only discuss this in terms of 

alternative choices: ‘I knew for me to pass the course I would have needed to have 

given up everything else in my life and I felt that was asking too much’. For her, it 

would seem that even unspoken disapproval was enough to constrain her preferences, 

and consequently reduce her capability set: family peace and studying were not co-

realizable options. 
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A8 talks about ‘juggling everything around’ as she had small children. She managed to 

do this, and to get them out to school in the mornings but it was not ‘a walk in the park’. 

A2 says she assumes she got support from her husband ‘but he never sort of mentioned 

it’ and then adds ‘we did our own thing - that’s why we got divorced’. A9 whose 

husband was neutral about her studying explains how, for her at least the content was 

fine but it was hard to find the time: 

A9: The two hours it is going to take to just sit down and think ‘right this is what I am 
going to do, I’m not going to get any interruptions, the telephone isn’t going to ring and 
there isn’t going to be “mum where’s my tea”, you know’. 

Support comes in a range of forms: practical and emotional, involved and detached. 

Some of the support networks that I describe appear very trivial: that someone allows 

you to work in the dining room, turns off the television, takes the children for a walk, 

cooks the occasional meal or does not complain if the house is a mess, do not appear in 

themselves to be very significant issues. That the students mention such things however, 

reveals just how important they are and just how difficult it is to study as an adult 

woman ‘returner’ when such ‘trivial’ inputs are vital and the only help that you get. The 

notable aspect of this support is that it is conditional. It is volunteered by partners not 

demanded by students. The situation varies between families but overall, linking these 

comments with the findings about patterns of working, it is clear that the students knew 

that they must minimize the impact of their studies on the family. Partners could be 

supportive, and could be tolerant but students were careful to monitor their neediness 

and were acutely aware of the domestic chores that were essential to keep the peace 

within the family. This pattern suggests that within the family, ‘Victorian’ values still 

predominate as women’s needs are secondary to those of the family, paternal support is 

an ‘option’ not a ‘given’, and even when freely given the help may have a patronizing 

feel. 

VOCATIONAL 

Because the focus of the interviews was adult education comments about the workplace 

were not specifically sought but students did comment on the levels of support at work, 

demonstrating again how the students integrated the different strands in their lives. For 

most this was satisfactory if limited, often merely allowing time to carry out 
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observations or activities, or giving a little moral support when the student was 

struggling with an assignment. The interviews capture the extreme viewpoints in more 

detail. B20, for example, found her setting very helpful. She enrolled with a more 

highly qualified colleague who ‘would help me with my grammar which has improved 

considerably [and] correct my spellings’. She also ‘could go and ask [the manager] 

about stuff’ as she ‘supports me’. In contrast some groups were very unsympathetic 

despite benefiting from a student’s qualification. B21’s manager obstructed her 

learning: ‘it would be “well you can’t do it today because so-and-so is not in”, or “I 

don’t think we are going to have time because we have got a very busy morning” ’. 

H112, a volunteer, in a group that rejected any new ideas, was eventually forced to 

leave (along with two other students trained later on) because ‘they made my life an 

absolute misery’. 

The interviews captured the extreme views on other matters too: students mentioned 

issues that they were pleased with or annoyed about but the mundane day-to-day 

practices were not given much attention. However, the extreme views are often protests 

about change and therefore contribute to a picture of the areas that are disputed and why 

this should create discontent. Indeed many students raised legitimate concerns that 

ultimately determined whether the student would stay in the sector or later move on. 

Common foci for complaint related to excessive paperwork leading to more unpaid 

hours, moves to extend hours of opening that reduced the convenience benefits of 

working within the school day (as discussed in chapter 5), the pace of change itself and 

the difficulties of equating professionalism with voluntary management committees. 

Some students clearly derived great satisfaction from their jobs but in other cases, 

students described difficult conditions or atmospheres within a specific workplace. 

Fuzzy work/life boundaries 

Over the last decade there has been a significant increase in the requirement for 

childcare settings to produce business and curriculum plans, to document their meetings 

and decision-making processes and to monitor and record children’s learning and 

achievements. These changes have been introduced in a series of stages and many 

settings, operating on low levels of income, have been unable or unwilling to fully 

remunerate staff for such administrative duties. Some students undertook additional 
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duties willingly, seeming to see this as commensurable with commitment and care. We 

have already seen how E62 enjoys going into work on a Sunday to help out as ‘the 

reward isn’t the pay’. Likewise B18 claims to ‘get incredibly involved. Hours and hours 

I spend of my own time, doing things, it doesn’t bear thinking about (laughs)’. I137 

describes her colleague as ‘working all weekends and missing out on family life’. F82 

puts in additional effort for a long time: ‘there were lots of hours you were putting in, 

and I’ve never grumbled to the committee about that because I thoroughly enjoy what I 

do here’ but admits that ‘you suddenly feel that’s it, you’ve had enough’ and decides 

that it is time to ‘move on to the next stage’. It would appear that students are prepared 

to work flexibly but not forever. Certainly H113 was prepared to do additional 

paperwork at home until the expectations became too onerous. She explains how 

the increasing workload is invidious: ‘we are asked to do it slowly and it builds up, 

that’s what I found, it builds up, builds up builds up, until it’s too much’. 

D34 too, allowed unpaid work commitments to flood into her private life. During the 

interview on her day off, she took a long phone call from the workplace to discuss the 

progress of a specific child causing concern. She is well aware of the insufficiency of 

her planning time: ‘I get paid £20 something a week for administration’, but recognizes 

that ‘in all fairness to the committee, they can’t afford to pay more’. Failing to cleanly 

separate work and leisure can lead to exhaustion. She has already, at least temporarily, 

had to discontinue her foundation degree studies. Being a self-confessed perfectionist, 

she lacked sufficient time even while working part-time: ‘I didn’t feel I could do it as 

well as I wanted to do it’. Despite her dedication to the children and the group she 

shows signs of tiring: ‘sometimes you think, I would quite like to do something that 

doesn’t need much preparation’. At another point in the interview however, she 

demonstrates that she is perfectly content to ‘work’ flexibly. She describes the 

Foundation Stage Forum website as ‘a good way of getting the information you want in 

your own time’. Overall I think she is more concerned to protect her part-time work 

status than to count the hours for when she talks about rates of pay she says: ‘if we get 

paid properly there will be a pressure on us to open all day’. 

The practice of carrying out such tasks at home is, perhaps, a continuation of the ‘fuzzy’ 

boundary between volunteering and working and within limits students are happy to do 
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extra work at home. Indeed many accept this as preferable to working longer hours as 

this would detract from the convenience of the job with regard to their own children’s 

needs. However, yet again we will see that flexibility is bounded by family needs. If 

partners start to complain, students cut back commitments. 

Limiting hours 

Students often voice concerns about hours in terms of their partner’s disapproval. Early 

years workers tend to be naturally helpful people, a characteristic that makes it easy to 

take advantage of them. H113, for example, admits: ‘I’m a yes person, you see. I don’t 

like to upset anyone’. However, her husband, although supportive of her work, asks 

‘why are you doing that, you are not getting paid for it’ and it is his presence that 

reminds H113 to continually assess what she is taking on even if this is ‘slightly 

awkward’. 

H113: I said ‘give me the time and I will do it’ because I thought ‘how am I going to go 
home and tell my husband I m taking home all this extra work and I’m not going to get 
paid for it’. 

Other husbands appear to play a similar role - although there is always the possibility 

that students find it easier to project this attitude onto husbands in order to avoid any 

suggestion of personal selfishness. B15 recalls her partner complaining ‘you are doing 

more hours than I am working and you’re getting a pittance’. In D45’s case her 

husband’s role was less intentional; his redundancy required her to ‘earn some more 

pennies’. F85’s partner complains about the ratio of stress to remuneration: 

F85: ‘Okay, you have to be working but you don’t have to be taking on board stress … if 
it paid financially maybe it’s worth having stress but if it doesn’t it is very hard to 
justify’. 

Similarly, G104 identifies ‘a bit of grumbling, you know, at home’ - a partner who 

complains ‘you do all this work and there’s not much money coming in’. 

Paperwork 

For some students it is the paperwork itself that is perceived to be onerous. This is the 

reason why G107 is leaving the sector: ‘I just feel it is drudgery now’. She complains 

about having to produce key activity plans and write up observations; similar concerns 

to those raised by H125, who ‘just like[s] children to be children’ and regrets that 
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‘you’ve got to write down so much about what they can do’. C25 also dislikes the 

reporting requirement: ‘can I just not do all this paperwork?’ 

Extended opening 

Government policy encouraging extended opening hours is also a source of concern as 

this directly challenges the convenience status of childcare work. C25’s group, in which 

she has worked for ten years, is opening a breakfast club and will ‘eventually fulfil the 

government’s wishes to do it till 6 o’clock at night’, something that C25 does not intend 

to condone. 

C25: I’m not going down that road. Even when my children are that much older - my 
family comes first. I will NOT go into work at quarter to 8 before my children have gone 
to school. 

I133 is also concerned about plans for pre-schools to extend their opening hours, openly 

admitting that this does not suit her. ‘I don’t want to go to work 48 weeks of the year 

and put my own children in childcare for the sake of me going to work’. She recognizes 

that local groups are forced to take this route ‘just to survive’ but sees herself as ‘an 

older mother’ from the time when ‘mums went to work part-time to fit in around the 

children’. D34 expresses a concern for the children themselves, questioning whether 

longer sessions are in the children’s best interests: ‘By the time it gets to 12, I’ve got 

quite a number that are sitting there yawning and want to go home’. 

Handling change 

Change and keeping up to date are issues that were frequently discussed by students and 

their attitudes covered the entire spectrum from apathy to enthusiasm. Certain students 

felt that ‘others’ should update them. A10, for instance, is concerned that the ground 

rules alter and training becomes ‘obsolete’ and finds it ‘hard to keep up with the 

change’. I133 echoes this complaint: ‘I feel we are quite let down when it comes to 

keeping us in touch with things that change’. Few students feel as strongly as C25 who 

can no longer tolerate the pace of change. 

C25: I find the constant change of demands by the government and the powers that be 
(…) utterly:::: frustrating. 

A8 asks her students to let her know ‘if anything new comes through’. F85 reveals that 

her group relies on subsequent students taking new ideas back into the setting: ‘we have 
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J153 doing level 3 currently so we will be keeping up to date for as long as she is doing 

that’. A8 jests that ‘you need some kind of outside trainer whose job it is to keep up’ but 

talks more seriously of using books and the internet to keep up to date. B18 also 

suggests courses, magazines and the internet. Such resources are commonly used and 

frequently complemented by attendance at cluster meetings and short courses provided 

by the county training service. Students have already commented that these are useful 

for learning new things and for meeting up with former fellow trainees. However, they 

are held in the evening and some students, like D34, find that they have often ‘clashed 

with something else that has been a higher priority really’. I133 also finds that they are 

‘either too far away or the days are wrong’. Others, like I129, find them useful. 

One of the advantages in moving into a school setting is that the responsibility for 

updating is taken away. B15 describes how new ideas ‘are fed down to us really’ and is 

aware but quite accepting of the limitations of this process. 

B15: You only get bits, only hear what you have to do, you don’t often hear the whys and 
wherefores and where it’s coming from. 

Where there are supernumerary managers in pre-schools students show similar patterns 

of dependence. For instance B20 talks of her manager who ‘encourages me to do their 

courses’ and E67, working in the same setting also relies on this manager for direction: 

‘We have lots of meetings to keep us onboard really. I take things home, if ever she’s 

got something that needs reading’. C26 talks of the centre manager ‘who usually reads’ 

the journals, and G104 describes her manager as someone who has ‘really got her ear to 

the ground’. 

Few students embrace change enthusiastically like H112 who believes that if ‘you want 

to be abreast of things then you will go and do and keep ahead of the game anyway’. 

More common is D34’s concern that: ‘you can see that major, major changes are 

coming up again. Do you want to go through another major change? Or ...?’ 

Problems in the workplace 

Discussions about the workplace demonstrate its semi-voluntary status and perhaps 

explain how students are able to continue to mix work and family commitments in an ad 

hoc way. Pre-schools are generally all-female establishments, run by voluntary 
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committees, and, as H113 jokes, subject to that ‘time of the month when everybody’s 

(…) at the same time, completely stressed, but you keep your head down’. A1, we have 

already heard, changed jobs when her playgroup committee challenged the supervisors’ 

ways of working’. H112 also had to leave her group because of staff immaturity: ‘a 

couple of bullies, just made my life an absolute misery’. E62 describes the stresses of 

working with a new play-leader who ‘knew where she was going in her career’ and 

‘didn’t mind who she stepped over to get to it’. This conflict-ridden working 

environment distressed E62, making her ‘physically sick before I went to work’. 

C25 finds her manager difficult to work with: ‘it’s just the injustice year on year, 

upsetting people, saying nasty things about people’. She claims to be fond of the 

supervisor but the situation is volatile with ‘slamming doors and unpleasantness’ and 

workers carry out health and safety procedures clandestinely rather than confront the 

manager with problems that anger her. Perhaps feeling a little disloyal, C25 then adds 

that the parents with whom she works drive her ‘bonkers’ too. ‘I find I am just worn out 

of watching::: children::: tell::: their:::, (…) two-year old children tell their parents what 

they are going to do, when and where and how’. 

Nor are breaches of health and safety codes and professionalism confined to the 

voluntary sector. Working in a day nursery, I134 described a period of non-observance 

of staffing ratios; shortages of cleaning materials, sanitizer and gloves, and having no 

cleaner for two weeks; staff being bullied and children teased rather than comforted 

when they were upset. The nursery owners became aware that there were problems, 

dismissed some staff and sent in a temporary manager to implement improvements but 

I134 saw new problems arising out of these reforms. 

The maintained sector is not exempt from problems. B15, working in a nursery class, 

finds the early years curriculum distorted as ‘the school ideas are coming right the way 

down’. She describes having to introduce three-year-olds to the school’s success criteria 

- the 5Rs - of which she can only remember resilience, resourcefulness and 

responsibility; excessive planning and paperwork; termly parental consultations; zero 

absenteeism despite schooling being non-compulsory; and structured days revolving 

around allocated slots for the ICT suite, the hall and the playground. It is ‘like they 

forgot that these children are pre-school’. She is also surprised that the school employs, 
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as early years co-ordinator, someone trained for an older age group, a practice that is not 

uncommon.  

Committees 

Committees were mentioned less often than I would have imagined. H125 and I129 

encountered specific problems with their actual committees and D34 described the 

irritation caused by inconsistent behaviour from one year to the next: ‘we can’t reinvent 

the wheel every year, you know’. B18 echoed this concern, describing the voluntary 

management committee as ‘the ultimate worst thing’. 

B18: Every year you have a new employer … every committee comes on and every 
couple of years people have totally different ideas as to what the priorities should be. 

F85 too is perturbed that ‘my employer who can advise me on how to run my playgroup 

is unqualified, untrained, a very well-meaning, very well-intentioned mum’ and would 

like ‘to have a professional advising me and for me to be reporting to a professional’. 

She does not think that the government strategy of sending in advisers who ‘kind of dip 

in and then dip out’ makes up for committee inadequacies. Overall, finding only five 

comments from a cohort of 33 students suggests that the majority of trained staff are 

coping with this management structure; perhaps that committees are becoming more 

professional than they once were or are now better supported by advisers and trainers. 

EDUCATIONAL 

Before considering the students’ views of educational practices it is useful to look at 

strategies common to adult education as there is a significant body of work investigating 

how to make provision more user friendly, much of which, the FE college has tried to 

implement. 

Addressing barriers to education 

Published research (eg: McGivney, 1993b, Coats, 1994) reveals that returning women 

encounter a range of problems. Some of these are practical: finance, transport, 

childcare; some familial: partner disapproval, caring commitments to sick children and 

elderly parents; some personal: lack of confidence, lack of study skills, and poor health, 
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physical or mental, after being housebound for years. At the national level childcare is 

seen as a strategic priority so for some time fees have been paid, at least in part, through 

either the European Social Fund or other national initiatives. 

Within the FE college, a number of exceptional practices facilitated integration of 

family and workplace needs. Mobile phones could be left on, course hours, teaching 

breaks and coursework deadlines respected school attendance patterns as did study, 

counselling and other support services. Priority timetabling provided students with a 

single base room for the entire day and the normal rules about eating and drinking in 

teaching rooms were waived to allow more flexible working. As course tutor, I took 

responsibility for all aspects of the course - recruitment, enrolment, teaching, 

assessment and feedback - so that the students received clear messages about 

expectations. Overall, these were a large number of concessions and many of them had 

to be renegotiated through successive college restructurings. I was very interested, 

therefore, when asking students if college met their needs as adults, to monitor whether 

these concessions were consciously recognized, irrelevant or simply taken for granted.  

The majority of students felt that their needs were met but said very little about how. A2 

and A9 mentioned that one-day-a-week attendance was important, and several said that 

the delayed start mattered as it allowed them to take their children to school first and to 

miss the rush hour traffic. Being able to park was significant as without that facility the 

advantages of a 10 am start disappeared. Only two preferred cycling to college and 

several came by bus, complaining about very inefficient routes. Freedom to use the 

library for independent study was mentioned by A10 and for some students food was 

important, especially when students travelled together and saw the course as a ‘day out’. 

A2 talks of meeting up with A9 and going to buy pizza before college, A10 of stopping 

at Tesco’s with A7 to get ‘something naughty’. Later in the interview she also mentions 

having coffee and ‘biscuits on the table’ and the chance to chat as vital: ‘these things 

matter to a group of people, I think, especially women’. For the two students coping 

with agoraphobia having a single room and a stable environment was essential. H112 

pointed out how her ‘little regime’ gave her security: ‘I stayed in to dinner, brought my 

own lunch with me and I didn’t leave the classroom unless it was to use the toilet’. 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

            

     
 

          

           

           

       

         

             

             

 

            

            

              

          

           

           

            

          

              

            

             

              

             

              

           

               

                                                
          

           
            
           

         
      

144 Chapter 6: Practices   

Similarly, H113 relied on a set routine, arriving early: ‘Just to make sure I was here, to 

make sure nothing had gone wrong’. 

In terms of educational arrangements the limited discussion of supportive practices is a 

useful finding as it demonstrates that the concessions are truly necessary hygiene 

factors1 (Herzberg, 1972; in Rogers, 1996, p.91) rather than optional. This view is 

substantiated by C26’s comments about a foundation degree she attends at another 

college. Amongst a catalogue of complaints she includes repeated changes of classroom 

(‘on one day alone we moved to five different classrooms during the course of the 

day’), ‘noisy classrooms’ and a ‘problem with some of the tutors’ (not turning up to 

teach). 

Given the low rates of pre-school pay, I think that fee support was also an essential 

hygiene factor but have no way of establishing this. Appendix 6a reveals that the 

majority of students had their fees paid in full by either social services or later by the 

Early Years Childcare Service. Childcare students in the research period experienced a 

fortuitous synchrony between their personal desire to train and the government bid to 

both extend provision and raise standards in the sector. Only three students (H112, 

H126 and I143) talked about funding the course themselves, and a further five students, 

working as volunteers were given 50% funding (D44, G104, H113, I129, I137). Thus 

cost factors were not at the forefront of most students’ minds. H112 paid the fees herself 

to maintain her independence; similarly D32 used working tax credits to pay for the 

course, keen to minimize her commitment to her group: ‘Wasn’t sure if I wanted to 

stay’. A2 and A9, on benefits and attending college on a day when their pre-school was 

closed, were pleased that they neither lost pay nor paid out from group or personal 

income. I143, however, was very aware that she had paid fees in full and this may have 

been a factor in determining how she behaved, fretting if she thought others had 

distracted me and she felt that we had not ‘covered the criteria that we needed to cover 

today’.  

1 Herzberg (1972), writing about involvement in the workplace, developed the concept of motivators and 
demotivators. ‘Motivators’ are internal factors that make people ‘feel good’ about their work, such as 
achievement and recognition and need to be continually reinforced. ‘Hygiene factors’ is a label for 
underpinning problems that form barriers to motivation, often relating to physical conditions or 
organizational deficits. The two need to operate in tandem to increase motivation. Reducing hygiene 
factors or improving motivators in isolation is ineffective. 
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The only student who described major financial problems was H126. The partner of an 

international student she had had to delay studying until she was eligible for fee support 

and had to work long hours in a supermarket to pay for family necessities. She was 

juggling one day in college, six hours voluntary work in a pre-school setting, study time 

and a 40-hour shop job. ‘I have no day off at that time’. 

A newcomer to childcare, G104 felt a bit of a ‘pretender’ in the group. For her degree 

course, also undertaken as a mature student, she had been intensively interviewed and 

requested to submit essays to demonstrate competence. The selection process boosted 

her confidence: ‘they have chosen me because I am able to do this’. To be allowed onto 

the Diploma without pre-assessment left G104 insecure and doubtful about her abilities. 

This demonstrates in an unanticipated way, how educational practices can encourage 

dependency, even when the intervention is not of a therapeutic nature. 

Attitudes to pedagogy 

Students also commented on educational practices within the classroom; how they 

experienced different types of assessment and their preferred teaching styles. This 

offered insights into the transformational aspect of education: its role in the 

development of capability rather than as a capability in its own right. 

When embarking on this research project I had no intention of undertaking action 

research. I did, however, have to recognize that, when interviewing one’s own past 

students, many of the comments highlight aspects of one’s own practice. I was, 

therefore, pleasantly relieved that overall responses demonstrated that we had built up 

good relationships and students were satisfied with their studies. Where students raised 

or implied criticisms of my teaching practices or expressed preferences for particular 

styles, my initial reaction was to consider each point individually to see what I could 

learn from it but it lies outside the scope of the thesis to include material at that level of 

depth. Instead I have adopted an essentialist approach to access the underlying 

significance of their views and relate them to education’s role in developing capability. 
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Approaches to Assignments 

I was interested to discover how assessment practices support student development, in 

particular the usefulness of criteria in this process. Making sense of the guidance and 

criteria always takes a great deal of time in class and students agonize over the obtuse 

nature and ambiguity of the wording.  Very few students approach assignment criteria 

with the rigour shown by H112: 

H112: I used to go E1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 and A, B, C, D, and make a heading on a 
piece of paper and putting my thought on that piece of paper right from the word go. 

Therefore, when I encouraged interviewees to consider task definitions I was very 

surprised to find the majority in favour of structure, in hindsight at least. Perhaps A2 is 

typical when she admits to contradictory behaviour. 

A2: It was set out really well. I mean, I know I complained bitterly through most of the 
course but it was quite easy to do and work through. 

What is noticeable is the number of times students refer to the tutor role in assisting 

with interpretation of criteria. A10, C26, D34, E67, H113, H125 and I143 all mentioned 

this suggesting a degree of difficulty with this process and D34, a motivated and 

intelligent student, claimed that ‘I don’t think I could have done it without the support’. 

However, there is evidence that understanding how to write to criteria is a learnable 

process and several students E62, G107, I143 and H126, talked positively of gaining the 

confidence to do it alone.  

As a group, the students in cohort ‘F’ seemed to have liked the criteria, finding they 

structured the task and provided guidance on what to include. H113 phrased this 

viewpoint rather differently. Making a comparison with a simple essay title she claimed 

that ‘if you’ve got a heading you know where to start’ but the criteria are important in 

telling you where to ‘stop’. Although she found ‘the slight difference’ in wording 

between hierarchical criteria difficult she was reassured by the knowledge that if she 

met all the criteria she had answered the question whereas with a ‘big heading ‘ she 

would have just kept on writing. 

H113: It’s how far do you go - and if you’ve written all this stuff - have you covered what 
the examiner is possibly looking for? 
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I133 liked to have ‘rules, or whatever you would like to call them, to actually adhere to 

and to work to’. H125 also recognized the value of criteria ‘because if you just had the 

titles you could go off in any direction’ but was critical of ‘the way they word it 

sometimes’. E67 was alone of the non-graduates in preferring a more open type of essay 

but her reasons had more to do with autonomy than academy. She found the criteria 

‘very grey’ and did not want to ‘keep bothering people’ for help. 

I was particularly interested in the responses of the graduates as they were accustomed 

to writing essays. I129 found the criteria prescriptive as did D44 for whom they were an 

irritant as they forced her to focus. D45 was neutral seeing a degree and a vocational 

course as entirely different. G104 and G107 saw them as both ‘helpful’ and ‘restrictive’: 

on the one hand they specified content, on the other they were hard to interpret. G104, 

blithely used them as a checklist but G107 struggled with their specificity as it 

underlined the possibility of failure. Only I129 suggested that criterion-based 

assessment was less challenging - realizing after completing one assignment that there 

was no point editing her work to ‘make it flowing and well-structured’ as this would not 

seriously increase her marks. 

Overall these findings neither fully support nor denigrate criterion-based assessment. I 

was initially surprised that so many students, having complained about criteria at the 

time, favoured them retrospectively but think that this utilitarian attitude can be 

explained by time constraints. We saw earlier in the chapter how the majority of 

students had to study in marginal moments and the criteria allowed them to complete 

work piecemeal. Once grasped, they minimized the individual effort required to write 

an assignment. So viewed, criteria become an important asset in the juggling of family, 

work and study time. What the research also highlights, however, is that criteria 

represent an additional stage in the planning and writing processes and this is helpful for 

those who are unsure when to stop and start and restrictive for those with greater 

capabilities. Thus, criteria do suit the less able student and may have a place in 

vocational practice but not in higher education. However, to be truly useful they need to 

be better written to support autonomous learning and obviate the need for tutor 

interpretation. 
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Alternative ways of learning 

It is this individualized support that matters to many students. Clearly all the students on 

the diploma had chosen a taught course but nevertheless some compared this route to 

distance-learning and NVQs and this sheds light on their values. Two issues seem to be 

important here. One concerns student isolation and tutor support, the ‘nightmare’ of 

only seeing tutors once a month in comparison to the Diploma where as A8 claims: ‘you 

met each other often enough to build up a relationship’. The second is standards-related, 

fear that NVQs restrict learning as they endorse current workplace practices rather than 

encouraging improvement. In capability terms the aim of an NVQ is to accredit an 

existing ‘functioning’ whereas a taught course sets out to expand ‘capability’. Several 

students, felt however, that often NVQs were awarded without due assessment; A8, a 

tutor, claims that sometimes the qualification ‘doesn’t mean that they can do it, or 

understand it, or have gained anything from it whatsoever’. I134, working in a day 

nursery, does not think that an NVQ done through a company ‘is that great’ for this 

reason. 

I133 is unusual among the interviewees in that she completed a college-based NVQ six 

months before signing up for the Diploma course so her comments can be used to make 

a comparison between two modes of study where both are managed by qualified and 

experienced staff rather than workplace managers, albeit set at different levels. She 

mentions ‘struggling’ with the first Diploma assignment as she lacked confidence and 

was unused to writing things and settings things out and thinking about ‘the words to 

use’. For the NVQ - a paper-free trial - she had merely had to ‘write little sentences in 

the box’ whereas for the Diploma she had to write three thousand word reports. For 

I133 the tutor support was vital: ‘If you had just chucked it at us and said “you have to 

do this” then I would have probably gone completely off my head’. Once I133 had 

made the adjustment, however, she did enjoy the taught course, valuing group support. 

I133: Oh I much preferred to actually be able to come somewhere and see somebody and 
work with people. 

B21 also thought that college attendance was important, making the point that the 

cooperation learned face-to-face with other group members assists the development of 

the personal skills needed to manage an early years setting, the ability to listen and to 

work as a team: ‘you need to have the skills to get on with people’. Here she is 
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describing the ‘soft skills’ currently in demand in the workplace despite the emphasis on 

formal qualifications, drawing attention to a set of capabilities that Walker (2006a, 

p.128) inheres to social relations and social networks and that are often developed 

through daily contact within the family and local community. 

Learning and teaching styles 

On summarizing students’ remarks about my teaching style and their preferred ways of 

learning, I found that I had comments from about half of the students. Initially these 

appeared very individualized but on analysis I found a degree of explanation within the 

female epistemological framework posed by Belenky, Clinch, Goldberger and Tarule 

(1986). This research classified female learning approaches into five hierarchical 

categories: the silenced, the receivers, the subjective, procedural and constructors of 

knowledge (see appendix 6b). I believe that the students who found my teaching style 

difficult were those who were still working at the received level where they wanted 

facts transmitted, saw the teacher as a source of authority, wanted predictability and 

clarity and therefore favoured the maths and sciences, wanted one right answer for a 

problem, disliked debate and ambiguity, and were loathe to apply material. 

Four students, A10, G107, H113 and H125 made it clear that they liked to be taught 

rather than sent out to find things out for themselves. A10, B20 and D32 also stated that 

they liked the teaching day to be structured but further analysis revealed that they meant 

different things by this phrase. A10 whom I found more flexible, liked her study 

‘chopped up into workable loads’ and to be ‘kept on the ball’, but also to be given 

breaks for ‘coffee and biscuits’ and to be ‘allowed to have a little chat among us’, 

whereas B20 and D32 wanted a much more linear approach. B20 admits to finding it 

‘hard sometimes to follow my strand’, to liking the sciences and practical work, but also 

that she finds the flexibility of ‘working as a team’ difficult and that only now, around a 

decade later, as a foundation degree student is she beginning to enjoy debates. D32 

disliked it if I deviated from the syllabus at all but later admitted to possible dyslexia 

and to being irritated by any meetings or courses that strayed outside her interest zone. 

For D32 studying was only ever ‘to get on’ in her career, and she clearly saw any 

diversions, digressions or discussions as inessential. I143, the armed forces officer, also 

liked science and active learning: ‘I’ve got a very short attention span unless I am doing 
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something practical’. She liked the course to follow the syllabus precisely and disliked 

other students asking questions or relating personal experiences once she had reined in 

her own tendency to do this. These students were all in the received knowledge 

category, although A10 showed signs of more flexible thinking and appears in 

retrospect to have moved on a stage. My style of teaching, making them explore ideas, 

was intended to develop their capability to think independently, and that B20, at least, is 

aware now of the value of debates, suggests that it had some success. 

A few students were perhaps beginning to become more sophisticated learners during 

the Diploma, moving into the subjective category where they begin to see that different 

opinions exist and to find their own perspectives. F91, despite liking science and 

structured approaches, also liked in-depth learning and enjoyed conceptual ideas like 

schemas and the spiral curriculum. G107, although a graduate, wanted transmission, 

access to ‘knowledge built on your past experience’ and disliked tangential ideas. 

However, she did recognize that ‘it’s a good reflection on you that people feel confident 

that they can ask’ things and saw that ‘their experience and advice you gave them could 

help with problems we had too’ so she was beginning to see the value of shared 

opinions, and was perhaps moving towards the ‘anecdotal’ transmission of knowledge 

favoured by H113, H125, F86, and C26 as it made learning memorable. Indeed, H125 

believed ‘access to other people’s experiences’ to be ‘a better way of learning’ as did 

H113 who thought ‘having the other people in similar situations and all those class 

discussion was fabulous’. F86, unable yet to synthesize material and very focused on 

self-analysis was very typically located in the subjective zone. I feel that I134 too, a 

bright girl with ‘A’ levels had the ability to enter debate but had not yet developed the 

confidence to find her own voice, echoing the opinions of her dominant friend, I143, out 

of loyalty. For instance her insight that ‘you taught me some things’ but that at other 

times ‘you were helping me remember what I knew’ is a lay description of drawing out 

prior learning and demonstrates a degree of sensitivity disproportionate to the lower 

level opinions she ‘parroted’. 

Those students who favoured discursive learning, F82 and F85 for example, were 

possibly straddling the boundary between subjective and procedural learning as they 

made appeal to reason in their debates and were able to join in without taking issues 
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personally. F82 foregrounds the debates as ‘really interesting’ enabling you to ‘pick up 

other ideas’ and think ‘how you might deal with something’ and is excited when ‘stories 

come out’. F85, recognizing that in-depth learning matters more than meeting criteria 

sums up the issues of debates and tangents perfectly. When asked what made an impact 

she demonstrated a sophisticated ability to self-reflect when she responded: 

F85: The level of discussion we used to have … it would have been quite easy just to 
learn how to answer the questions … but thinking … in a much more rounded way meant 
that I learnt much more than just how to pass the assignment. 

It is probable that other students who failed to comment on pedagogic practices were 

also operating at this level. Being flexible learners they would have been able to cope 

with a range of teaching practices without being adversely affected. Exceptionally D44 

(the graduate whose aspirations were curtailed by a head injury) demonstrates an aspect 

of the highest category of learning, the constructivist. Not content with the common 

breakdown of learning into areas remembered through the acronym SPICE2, she adds an 

additional E for environment as she believes that to be important! 

I137 was possibly the student who travelled the greatest social distance during the 

Diploma course but this was because she started at such a low level. Her focus was the 

practicalities of studying, possibly having been ‘silenced’ by her difficult childhood 

during her schooldays. From her comments I would deduce that she had moved from a 

non-learner to a receiver of knowledge, focusing particularly on the processes of 

studying and formulating these as rules of behaviour. She mentioned the processes of 

note-taking and her acquisition of knowledge about assignments themselves, 

bibliographies and computer file management but also on how to comport herself in a 

classroom. She claimed confidently that: ‘I can do any course now, I know I could do it, 

just sit and listen, write everything down - fine.’ 

I believe that Belenky and colleagues’ levels offer a more useful interpretation of 

students’ apparent study preferences than learning styles as the tenacity with which the 

students at the lower level argued the case for knowledge transmission suggests that 

they were unable rather than unwilling to consider alternative approaches. However, the 

2 SPICE is used in child development as a mnemonic for the recall of the social, physical, intellectual, 
communicative and emotional domains. D44 is turning this into SPICEE by adding an environmental 
domain. 
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seemingly utilitarian preference for straightforward teaching that contradicts 

philosophical preferences for a liberal education may also reflect the need to manage 

busy lives and conflicting needs. If you have very little time to study and need basic 

knowledge in the workplace, discussion of broader issues may seem a luxury. G107’s 

views epitomize this desire to stay focused and, as a graduate and very reflective person 

she could never be categorized as incapable of studying beyond ‘receiver’ level. 

G107: I was willing to learn so I would have been happy to listen to anything … 
when I felt things had gone off on a tangent … I felt we had lost time …I’m here, this is a 
valuable day. 

Discussion 

The chapter started by presenting the students’ initial impressions of ‘being’ in college, 

comparing expectations with reality and finding that psychologically the students 

needed and valued the support of other mature women students. For some, even the 

class in which they were enrolled was a too large and too heterogeneous group for 

comfort, causing them to pair off or associate with others of similar background or 

ability rather than to mix freely. The study looked for and assessed the importance of 

the classic barriers to adult education described in the literature (McGivney, 1993b; 

Coates, 1994) and found that adjustments at provider and policy levels have largely 

addressed theses issues. In the case study, timing, cost, travel and childcare issues are 

discussed and are relevant but are largely seen as hygiene factors (Herzberg, 1972; in 

Rogers, 1996). That this is the case, however, does not revoke their status as potential 

constraints on capability development. In reducing the barriers to education and 

providing alternative provision for adults, colleges are actively making it easier for 

mature women students to enrol and the evidence suggests that such inducements are 

necessary for this to happen, for we have seen that education is something that must not 

be allowed to interfere with the needs of the family. 

Individual study patterns demonstrate the marginality of adult education in the domestic 

sphere. Students foreground family needs and minimize the disruption consequent upon 

studying. Family support is ‘bestowed’ rather than demanded as a right. Studying is a 

personal luxury, a marginal activity, despite its vocational status. Study time is stolen 
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from busy lives; fitted into odd moments when the family needs are already met. 

Ironically, in providing tailor-made provision, colleges are extending the students’ 

marginal status. By segregating the students from the main student body in FE and 

excluding them from the mainstream educational experience, the students’ college 

status and experience is also a marginal one. Mature women are ‘in’ college but not 

‘of’ college. 

In contrast to the marginalization of study time, many students allow unpaid work-

related tasks to drift into domestic space. Some see this as evidence of their 

commitment, others as a reason to leave the field but whatever the viewpoint it would 

appear that their ‘almost’ economic character grants these activities a legitimate status 

not given to studying. That partners comment on excessive hours and stressful working 

conditions suggest that such activities are visibly carried out and their intrusion into 

family life justified; so even low paid work has a status above personal study. Indeed 

many student narratives reveal the continuance of ‘fuzzy’ life-work boundaries and 

possibly this is allowed as the ‘pay off’ is flexible working practices rather than longer 

hours outside the home but in some families at least this flexible working attracts the 

censure of partners who have more realistic notions of paid work (but also wives who 

take on the domestic chores and childcare arrangements). In part the voluntary nature of 

entry into childcare work and the lack of ‘professional’ status in the workplace also 

explains these overlaps. However, we should remember that students’ comments about 

workplace practices reveal problems that extend beyond the voluntary and private 

sectors. Government initiatives to ‘professionalize’ the sector threaten the flexible 

working practices, causing some to leave the field in protest about increases in 

paperwork, extended opening hours, and the pace of change. It is clear that information 

updating is a ‘patchy’ process so the take up and impact of new initiatives may be slow. 

For others more specific workplace problems centring on poor practice, weak 

management and unpleasant atmospheres threaten the students’ inclination to stay in the 

field. They may have drifted into childcare easily but staying there requires the 

continuance of the attractors: the convenient hours, pleasant working conditions and the 

possibility of being able to continue to balance their involvement without neglecting 

their families. 
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Students’ views on educational practices vary according to prior experience, for some 

the level of the course is exactly right but others are adjusting upwards and downwards 

to level three. Attitudes towards assessment criteria are ambivalent. In retrospect, these 

are seen as useful signposts and a means of atomizing requirements to fit into 

marginalized study slots. However, the need for tutorial support in interpreting criteria 

is repeatedly stated, and this need for ‘human’ contact is also reflected in students’ 

opinions of NVQ courses and preference for college attendance. Students’ views on 

learning styles and teaching methods also varied, with different students operating at 

different levels of epistemological belief according to Belenky and colleagues’ (1986) 

hierarchy. However, here too, ‘time’ offers a possible additional explanation. There is a 

feeling that education must stay in its allotted space, almost that it is a luxury that the 

students can barely afford. Time in class must be used effectively as, within the home, 

study is relegated to slots not needed for the children and family, the housework, and 

workplace ‘overspill’. People juggling a range of commitments need to streamline their 

efforts. For this reason, there is a retrospective tendency to favour criteria as these break 

assignments down into manageable chunks that can be completed piecemeal, 

minimizing engagement. Transmission of knowledge, too, can be construed as an 

efficient way of learning ‘what you need to know’ and the tutor seen as a means of 

filtering this knowledge and tailoring it to meet individual needs. Thus the tutor may be 

drawn into playing an essential part in the balancing of family, work and education, and 

perhaps it is when she fails to honour this (unstated) role that students become 

indignant. 

This sidelining of studying is physical, mental and temporal. Although the students are 

balancing family, work and education, it would appear superficially that education is a 

lesser priority. Yet, I do not believe this to be the case. If it were not truly valued, 

students would not continue in such difficult circumstances. That they are managing to 

complete the course implies that they take a longer view and see the benefits of 

qualifying but that they see self-improvement as a personal luxury. The overall picture 

suggests a hangover of traditional Victorian values with the women’s needs dispreferred 

within the family. However, the women accept and visibly maintain this inferior 

position, enmeshing family, work and educational roles to bind their lives together, 



                                                                                                                                  
 

 

              

            

 

           

             

                 

           

           

              

        

            

              

          

          

           

           

 

155 Chapter 6: Practices   

seeing this as having the best of all worlds. Thus, the students who, in the last chapter, 

claimed that they only had time for a vocational qualification were probably correct. 

The focus on the social aspects of study has three possible significances. Association 

with other women addresses problems of confidence, the ‘same boat’ aspect. It also has 

a ‘time-out’ quality, studying is a treat albeit a stressful one; a day out, a chance to meet 

up with other women and think about matters (slightly) beyond the domestic sphere. It 

could also imply an element of female solidarity, women together escaping the confines 

of family expectations but there is no evidence for this in the data. If students complain 

about restrictions the comments are individualized against specific partners not part of a 

collective argument. It would be difficult to describe the limitations on the women’s 

choices in terms of ‘adaptive preference’ for they appear to be aware and accepting of, 

even colluding with, any restrictions. There is undoubtedly a sense of traditional 

structures continuing within many families with the children and partners occupying 

stronger positions than the women themselves but the students are openly subscribing to 

these patterns, taking control of the integration of family, workplace and educational 

practices. 



 

 

 

 
   

 
 

                 
              

 
 

         

              

        

            

            

            

           

              

       

          

        

        

 

          

          

        

           

         

            

            

               

            

       

            

            

     

Chapter 7 

PATTERNS ACROSS THE NARRATIVES: 
CONSEQUENCES 

The aim is to get a job or improve in a job but certainly on the Diploma there is an awful lot that one 
learns about personalities and development and teamwork and stuff that is just a very personal journey 
as well. (C25) 

To label this chapter ‘consequences’ intentionally avoids the managerial connotations of 

‘outcomes’ and the positivity of ‘benefits’ but makes no claim to imply causal links. 

Nevertheless, a fine-grained analysis does identify some interesting points. My aim is to 

describe and analyse the students’ views of any changes arising from their involvement 

in education as adults. Thus, I set out to interpret their stated beliefs (which are 

inevitably subjective, could be mistaken, perhaps even biased in an attempt to please 

me) and any evidence of changing circumstances (which may be coincidental rather 

than consequential in the causal sense). I am drawing out of the data many elements 

that, if not predictable, deserve the label credible but sometimes connections that are 

convoluted and indirect, demonstrating the idiosyncratic nature of learning and the 

extent to which students manipulate their different opportunities, offsetting negative 

against positive factors to create individualized consequences. 

The findings in this chapter include both internalized long term reflections carried out 

independently by the students and more recent evaluations prompted by the interview 

process. At times simple conclusive statements conceal a lengthy shared discussion 

where I, as interviewer, have helped the students to clarify their own understandings, 

perhaps even to resolve contradictions revealed as part of the free-association 

interviewing technique. When this has occurred I am confident that the relaxed time 

frame and nature of the interview process were sufficiently flexible for the students to 

reach a state of certainty. Were that not the case, the ambivalence would be recorded not 

a false assumption: every effort has been made to establish constant and honest 

consequences reflecting the students’ and not the interviewer’s beliefs. Thus the process 

was a deliberative one and this chapter reintroduces a longitudinal element into the 

thematic analysis, both retrospective in looking back over the data and considered in 

regard to the formulation of consequences. 



                                                                                                                             
 

 

             

         

          

         

        

              

             

           

         

        

       

        

         

           

        

          

 
 

 
  

          

              

              

          

            

            

                

             

      

 

           

          

             

157 Chapter 7: Consequences 

It would seem logical for changes in employment status to be the most visible 

outcomes. In practice, however, these represent only a proportion of the identifiable 

consequences which in itself is a significant finding given the vocational objectives of 

the course. The Diploma curriculum includes topics like parental involvement and 

community development alongside the core elements of child development, early 

learning and good practice in running a pre-school so one might expect students to be 

aware of all these issues. Nevertheless the teaching focus is on the workplace so any 

extrapolation into personal lives or the community is agentive to the individual rather 

than directly intentional in the syllabus. Equally important to the vocational 

consequences, but not necessarily of direct economic significance, were changes in the 

personal, social, familial and intellectual domains. This chapter therefore follows a 

similar structure to previous ones looking at personal, familial, vocational and 

educational changes, but separating the personal into individual and social as some 

consequences relate to the student in the wider community. It concludes by looking 

holistically at students’ biographies demonstrating how, when integrating their lives, 

students utilize any prior experiences that fit their current purposes. 

PERSONAL 

Individual gains 

‘Confidence’ was the consequence stated most often throughout the interviews, and this 

finding is supported by the questionnaire data as it reveals that slightly more than 50% 

of students in the sample identified this attribute (slightly less than 50% of the larger 

cohort). Closer analysis reveals that each student used the term differently and, although 

this has to be a psychological attribute for everyone, confidence can relate to inner 

feelings in isolation or to the ability to do something new, different or simply better. 

Thus, it has two major facets - the internal and the external but often these are linked in 

a specific activity as in E62’s comment that the Diploma ‘gave me the confidence to go 

into the school’, a sentiment echoed by F86. 

For F88 the sense of confidence is internalized. Having struggled with an ability to 

express herself on paper all through secondary school she was left not knowing 

‘whether I had learning difficulties or not’. It took some detailed probing to bring this 



                                                      
 

 

            

                  

               

           

               

           

           

             

 

 
               
               

 
 

             

            

            

             

             

          

         

 
             

       
 

          

            

             

             

              

              

             

               

          

        

          

158 Chapter 7: Consequences 

lack of ‘inner confidence’ to the surface. Qualifying for work purposes was important to 

F88 but the need ‘to do it to prove to myself perhaps that I could do it’ was even 

greater. She needed to feel educated and to ‘put a line under’ her past sense of 

inadequacy. For F91, the feeling was more of academic competence, to know that she 

could write essays and ‘get the grades’, a sentiment echoed by I137 who had had no 

previous contact with educational procedures and feels: ‘I can do any course now’. 

Although understated, there is an implication that the Diploma helped I137 to focus 

after her numerous miscarriages and find a purpose while she adjusted to her single-

child state. 

I137: It got me, it stopped me from being bored at home and, yes, it made me feel better 
about myself to get up and do something, you know, so that was amazing. And to do so 
well … 

H113 also claims that confidence was her ‘main thing’, believing that she ‘had the 

knowledge to back it up’ when making decisions in the group but also study skills 

‘because I had never written essays before’ despite having a higher national diploma in 

computing. She believes that ‘having that education really does help’ and admits to 

being terrified of forms previously and ‘sort of avoiding’ them and other ‘things I can 

now face’. This sounds really positive because avoidance is one of the traits 

underpinning agoraphobia and H113 suffers from this condition. 

H113: It’s kind of really nice to be good at something and::: being able to develop that. I 
think it’s huge for self-esteem, especially if you enjoy it. 

H125, whose interview also suggests some unresolved issues, even had the confidence 

to make changes in her setting after qualifying and talks at length about how she 

introduced a snack bar that ‘went down really, really well’. She had worked at the pre-

school for thirteen years prior to qualifying so it was with some surprise and relief that I 

learned that she is now confident talking to parents: ‘if you speak to them and be 

yourself instead of trying to be somebody else you actually do get on with them quite 

well’. She claims the confidence to discipline children with a ‘look’ which is reassuring 

because she later explains that the course has made her ‘more of a calmer person’ and 

taught her that: ‘shouting at them doesn’t get you anywhere’. Just summarizing H125’s 

examples of growing confidence demonstrates the interrelated consequences of the 

course. In a short paragraph we have mentioned a workplace change, a social 



                                                                                                                             
 

 

          

           

 

         

         

               

             

              

             

           

         

           

              

            

             

               

             

            

            

            

          

             

 
             

             
     

 
          

         

         

         

           

            

           

              

159 Chapter 7: Consequences 

development, and a growing competence when dealing with children, all developments 

relevant to vocational practice but seen as personal changes by the student. 

Even students who were already competent talk about confidence. G104, a humanities 

graduate, felt insecure approaching a vocational qualification and mentions developing 

the ‘confidence … to be able to, to do something and do it well’. G107, a history 

graduate, found confidence in qualifying as ‘there is a thread running through me of not 

completing things’ and clearly used her learning to validate her own beliefs: ‘I felt I 

could challenge because it wasn’t just my inner neurosis or inner rage or whatever’. For 

I134 the confidence is in ‘making new friends’, learning about children is mentioned 

subsequently and there is evidence throughout the interviews that she has really 

acquired this skill. She also feels confident giving feedback to parents now: ‘I know 

how to say things - how to word it’. C26 lists confidence dealing with parents too, 

adding ‘especially if they have different cultures or religions’. In admitting that ‘before 

you would probably be too scared to do things like that’ she evidences the popular 

belief that prejudice grows out of fear and that education can alleviate this. I133 also 

describes how the course gave her ‘much more confidence in looking at people as just 

people’ and specifically describes a practical activity she carried out which widened her 

own and her group’s understanding of the Holi festival. From working closely with a 

Hindu family to celebrate this event she furthered her understanding of their culture and 

seems able to project this new-found tolerance onto people generally. She describes 

herself as a ‘lot nicer person’ and believes she is a ‘lot less judgemental now’. 

I133: People outside, I think, of my general circle of friends and family, I now feel as 
though I could go and speak to confidently whereas I would probably just have passed 
them by in the street before. 

Although classed as personal developments many of these consequences have a bearing 

on the social domain and, in application, on vocational practice; demonstrating the 

holistic nature of such changes. However, the changes are centred within the individual 

whereas those in the social domain have a broader multipersonal significance. Status, a 

key consequence for two students, of lesser importance to others; appears to straddle the 

boundary being both an individualized trait and dependent upon the respect of others. 

D34, for instance, clearly enjoys the pre-school’s close connections to the local primary. 

She describes a friendly relationship with the headteacher and how he sends in his new 
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reception teacher who is ‘really struggling’, ‘just to see what we do and to see how we 

operate’. This is good for a play-leader’s self-esteem as are the accolades from parents 

whose children also attend the local (and significantly more expensive) day nursery, 

who say: ‘Oh they enjoy coming to you much more than they enjoy going to day 

nursery’. Unlike a commercial venture, rather than raising charges, the pre-school 

supervisor merely settles down to work even harder to maintain the difference, 

demonstrating again that the reward is personal satisfaction or community support, not 

financial. B18 also presents a very strong picture of someone who works for status 

rather than for salary alone. She derives immense satisfaction from her work: ‘I have 

made a damn::: good::: success:::ful::: playgroup’, and is highly motivated by reactions 

from other people, particularly the local primary headteacher.  

Social gains 

Work on social capital suggests that one of the key benefits of education is likely to be a 

strengthening of community ties but I found only limited evidence of the students 

developing lasting relationships in my localized research. There are several possible 

explanations for this situation. The relatively low status and high demands of childcare 

work may mean that students have few benefits to share. Their skills lie in areas like 

emotional support and practical care, areas that attract little public attention. Possibly 

their underpaid and undervalued work in the early years settings is in itself their 

contribution to the community leaving them little inclination to make further links. B15 

talks about running the Brownies, I129 is involved with the Rainbows and B18 sees 

being a parent governor as an extension to running the village pre-school. Amongst the 

study cohort, I133 is unusual in that she used her new-found confidence to take on a 

further community role - that of parent governor at the local school, something that ‘I 

would never have drea:::med of doing before’. There is some evidence that the greater 

knowledge gained from studying has actually discouraged some from future 

volunteering. I133 thinks that ‘what is expected of volunteer parents is too much’ and 

‘would have to think twice about becoming a chair or treasurer voluntary again’. 

Having qualified and experienced the power implicit in running a group, B21 is unlikely 

to volunteer again. Her parent/staff association, she deems guilty of ‘a lot of 

pontification and maybe not enough action’ and she says ‘I don’t really want to get 

involved in all that rubbish’. 
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The students appear to be able to settle onto the course quite quickly but not necessarily 

to form lasting friendships. Quite probably they are already stretched to capacity with 

family, work and study. We have seen already how students talk of juggling a range of 

commitments in order to study at all. Certainly, C25 thinks that time is the real problem. 

When you study ‘you don’t socialize as much … as soon as you get a bit of time you’ve 

got to read a book’. F86 claims that, atypically, a large group in cohort F socialized 

together with their partners during the study period. She can list nine other students with 

whom she had ‘met up’ on several occasions. 

I found little evidence that students stayed in touch with each other when the Diploma 

finished. Exceptionally, within the study cohort, A10 still occasionally meets up with 

A7; H112 describes a continuing friendship with H117; and H126 has kept in touch 

with H123. I133 explains that she got ‘quite close’ to I130 but is realistic in expecting 

that contact with others will be limited. 

I133: I made some really good friends and they were a great bunch of girls but I think we 
have now gone off and we will do our own things in our own lifetime and we will 
probably hear from each other now and again. 

There is evidence that students who worked together cemented existing friendships by 

travelling and studying together (see appendix 7a). For example, F82 and F85 

deliberately studied together knowing they were to become joint play-leaders and 

several other similar pairs stayed in touch. Other students, B18 and C26 kept in touch 

with ‘friends’ for a time but then gradually drifted apart. The majority of students, share 

A2’s view that ‘life takes over’. This ‘moving on’ is even true of the cohort F, who 

socialized as a group. When asked whom she still contacts, F86 can only mention one 

student, F87, whom she sees ‘very occasionally’: ‘none on a regular basis but it’s funny 

because we all really, really got on … No but I think just because lives are busy’. 

Mostly students are just too busy to maintain deliberate contact. For F85, F88, D34, 

H125, for example, contact with the group is only incidental. As C26 claims ‘once you 

work full-time you are limited on time’.  

Some students felt isolated on the course so had no intention of keeping in touch with 

the group. G107 felt that, not having children kept her apart as she was ‘out of sync’ 

with their daily structures but believes that, as a non-driver, distance was a factor too. 
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H113 attributes her failure to keep in touch to distance in two senses: physical and 

mental. Her strict family upbringing discouraged the formation of casual friendships and 

she still finds it difficult to overcome the instinct to stay apart: ‘I got on with everybody 

but no particular attachment which is pretty much how it has always been’. Interestingly 

both I134 and I143 when asked about keeping in touch only mentioned each other and 

I131 the third member of their trio, strengthening my impression that these three formed 

a definite subgroup that partly excluded other students. The parallels between the 

younger members’ school stories and their behaviour within the adult class suggest that 

these students took the opportunity to recreate their school experiences in a safer ‘bully-

free’ environment and to rebuild their confidence to be in a classroom. Both I134 and 

especially I143, had to overcome ‘arrested development’ and grow out of childish 

patterns of behaviour: a completely unanticipated outcome from a training course. 

Ambitious students did not plan to keep in touch, the course had served its purpose and 

they had no need for continuing contact. B15, who immediately sought alternative 

employment, says: ‘I think I lost all the addresses to be honest and I think that life just 

takes over doesn’t it!’. B21 also acknowledges that she is ‘very bad at keeping contact 

with people’, ‘so I haven’t seen any of them since leaving although I felt really close 

and we were quite a close group at the end’. D45 made no ‘long term friends’ either 

although ‘there were lots of people I talked to on the course’. In her case, attending with 

another student, D39, only strengthened the friendship ‘for a while’. Generally, the 

interviews generate a feeling of casual warmth towards the majority of fellow students, 

typified by I137’s comment.  

I137: I haven’t made a point of seeing them again. I’ve got their emails and that but if I 
see ‘em in the street I would definitely go and talk to them.  

Overall there is plentiful evidence of casual chance encounters. Many students talk of 

meeting others in supermarkets or being pleased to see familiar faces at cluster meetings 

and at short courses within the county. From my own experience of tracing almost the 

entire cohort I know that many of the students know of the whereabouts of others even 

if they rarely contact them. This should not be unexpected for, like E62, many people 

fail to contact friends on a regular basis. Social capital is far too grandiose a term for the 

level of interaction displayed by the Diploma students, nevertheless we should not 

entirely discount its significance in creating a sense of belonging to the childcare 
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community. I favour using the term ‘social meshing’ to describe the interactional 

benefits of the Diploma course since they serve a cohesive role, filling interstices in the 

social fabric rather than creating it. F82 demonstrates this sense of ‘connectiveness’ 

well in the following extract.  

F82: Occasionally I bump into people on courses still. It’s nice to see them as well … 
I’ve kept in touch with F87 initially and I’ve seen her - I saw her just before Christmas. I 
bumped into her in a shop and we hope to get together, all of us soon. She keeps in touch 
with F86, that’s nice, and obviously I met F78 again doing the foundation degree because 
we were on the same day so I saw her. There are one or two scattered about - F90’s a 
good friend of G100 and I hear what F90 is up to from G100 from time to time. 

From the pattern of drifting into volunteering and then into paid work (appendix 5a) we 

can deduce that the social bonding (the forming of close ties) within their workplace 

and local community is very strong and this may explain the failure to make long term 

alliances (see Chapter 8). 

FAMILIAL 

H112 saw the Diploma as benefiting her family as well as her employment prospects: 

‘if I learn all this I can transfer it to my children’. This relating of learning to own 

family is likely with a childcare course and is mentioned specifically by a selection of 

students, often in relation to problems they have or had with specific children. A8 

‘really wished that I had had that information when they were younger’ and admits that 

now they are teenagers she is ‘totally lost again’. C25 similarly recalls saying out loud: 

‘I wish I’d known that when [son] was two years old’ and ensures she relays her 

knowledge to other parents whose children she cares for, recognizing the importance of 

‘just saying to mums “it’s okay, that’s normal” ’. E67 too is sure that the knowledge 

helped with her son ‘even though he was older than the range we were studying’ and 

also gains self-esteem indirectly by being able to pass on child development knowledge 

to others: ‘they wanted to know what was normal at what age’. I129, already a graduate, 

believes that ‘it’s given me more understanding of what my children are doing - my 

own children’, recognizes she has mastered the necessary jargon, and has tackled her 

children’s headteacher about self-esteem issues ‘which I probably wouldn’t have done if 

I hadn’t have had this training’. I143 takes pleasure in advising her sister-in-law on 

what to do when her youngest will not settle at nursery and describes a ‘HUGE sense of 
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satisfaction’ from completing the Diploma, believing that ‘working with children has 

calmed me down’ and ‘it helped me with my own child’. 

For A9 the knowledge from the Diploma has even come in useful when dealing with a 

teenager at secondary school: ‘Because now I know if I push and I push and I push I am 

going to get somewhere’. C25 however was less brave. For her the course ‘certainly did 

awaken in me an understanding of why my son struggled so badly through primary 

school’ but ‘I didn’t do anything about it’. Her son hated drawing, had poorly developed 

manipulative skills, and attended a school where most aspects of reading and writing 

were taught through this medium. He quickly earned himself the label of ‘very untidy’ 

from a teacher who scrawled this in red ink over his work within his first few weeks. 

C25 hated to see her four-year-old ‘miserable, miserable’ but felt it was ‘pointless; to 

try to challenge the whole system at the school’. Consequently she sees herself in a 

negative light: ˚‘I’m frightened of the teachers, I’m that sort of coward’˚. In this 

instance, I am unclear whether the greater understanding helped or hindered the family. 

On one occasion a student, F85, talks about ‘a huge period of guilt’ when her learning 

caused her to believe that she can attribute some of her son’s emotional problems ‘to the 

way I handled him as a toddler probably’ highlighting the, perhaps negative at the very 

least painful, consequences of learning about children having already had your own. 

However, she recognizes that she might not have taken the material ‘as seriously had I 

done it before’ and acknowledges that it did help her to change ‘the way I talked to 

them’, and to develop ‘more realistic’ expectations; so overall the experience was 

probably positive. Additional benefits for F85 to offset against the guilt are the 

confidence to work with parents, the self-esteem from having a ‘professional’ 

qualification and knowing how to find things out for the future: ‘I knew where to go, to 

the books, to the resources to find more information’. 

VOCATIONAL 

The initial sample selection was loosely based on current employment status using four 

general categories, same, parallel, better job and ‘left’ childcare (see chapter 3). A 

number of students, 13 of the study cohort of 33, attempted to, or actually did, change 

jobs during the year when data was collected. Appendix 7b attempts to capture this 
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essentially dynamic process, allowing me here to simply record students’ occupational 

categories. During the research period 23 students continued to directly work in early 

years settings, 18 in the voluntary sector (mainly pre-schools but two in day nurseries 

and one in a private nursery school), an additional five as TAs in primary schools. A 

further four considered themselves to be working in related fields (play specialist, early 

years educator, paediatric nurse, and agency staff). F86, who combined her former 

administrative skills with her interests in children to work in a secondary school also 

saw clear lines of continuity between her two jobs but I feel that for classificatory 

purposes her work has taken her out of childcare as the contact is with older children 

and incidental to the role of arts co-ordinator. So altogether only six students were no 

longer directly involved in the sector and two of those were on maternity leave. The 

figures therefore demonstrate that despite apparent instability the number choosing to 

move out of the sector, remained at the levels of the original sample selection. Most 

people continued to work in childcare: in H112’s terms, they were ‘stuck in this rut’. In 

Sen’s terms, they were choosing ‘functioning’ from within their capability set. This 

element of choice is very important to many. A10 states it explicitly. She describes how 

she has decided to stay in her setting but points out that the Diploma gave her the 

‘option to leave’. She has a qualification that is transferable should she want to move 

on. 

Stepping up 

Chapter 4 introduced the concept of a ‘step-upper’, a student who had moved into a 

significantly better job, and introduced F91 as representative of this type. F91’s decision 

to train to be a nurse was largely children-oriented but on a personal level she wanted 

and gained a proper career, stable employment and a fair wage: ‘I feel content and, like, 

I’ve done it’. For F91, a starting salary of £19k (or £14k for a 28.75 hour week) and the 

possibility of jumping two grades to Junior Sister is very satisfying. F91 sees the 

Diploma course as a significant factor underpinning her new career path. It was 

important in terms of skill development and outlook: ‘You taught us how to write an 

essay and I realized that I still had it in me, and that sort of flourished so to speak, went 

into flower’. It was also a factor at the recruitment stage: ‘one of the criteria they look at 

is how recently you have studied’. She explains that the nursing college ‘weren’t that 

great at teaching us how to write essays’ and that allocation of students to a level 2 
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nursing diploma or level 3 degree was based on grades early in the course, so having 

good writing skills on entry carried significant consequences. Therefore, for F91, the 

Diploma gave her more than the basic knowledge of child development, child protection 

and knowing how to work with parents that she also acknowledges still using. 

A1 went from joint play-leader, via a short time as a hospital crèche worker, to a play 

specialist after completing a second training course. She traced her interest in hospital 

work to the Diploma and how that also motivated her to enrol on a word-processing 

course. ‘When we went and visited the wards on the course’ I thought “oh that looks an 

interesting job” .’ Thus in her case the Diploma awakened an interest in both continuing 

education and a new career. She now works a 37.5 hour week but under the new 

Agenda for Change initiative takes home a salary of £20k thus earning a reasonable 

wage in comparison to the early years sector (but not remarkable for a graduate with 

vocational qualifications too). 

Another step-upper is A8 who saw the Diploma as the underpinning step in the many 

stages she took to reach her post of adult educator. 

A8: When I first went into the [Diploma] I was like stretched::: because I hadn’t studied 
for a long time … and you never know it might give me the edge not to take things for 
granted and to try a bit harder. 

B21 also saw the Diploma as important because ‘it made sense of the job’ which in turn 

made her ‘confident in what I do do’. She has moved from pre-school, to running her 

own afternoon sessions as a business, to being headteacher of a private nursery school 

where she will earn ‘two and a half times what I was earning’ some £27k. 

B21: It is a proper job – it’s got, you know, nine weeks paid holiday, um, a pension … 
They are going to want a lot for their money but it’s at a level I would never have 
achieved’. 

At interview, F82 is looking forward slightly nervously, to her new advisory role that 

will pay between £19k and £23k (pro rata for a 21-hour week) compared to the £8 an 

hour at pre-school. She is also aware that she will, in future, be paid for holidays and for 

the hours worked compared to the pre-school situation where ‘I quite often do a four 

and a half - five hour day - and get paid for three’. Having just completed a foundation 

degree she claims that the panel ‘were very impressed with it’ and the transferable skill 
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element had led to a successful interview. F82 states that the Diploma motivated her to 

enrol on the degree course, so traces a clear career path originating in the Diploma. 

F82: I had really enjoyed doing this Diploma and I was pleased with my results … and I 
wanted to do something else, wanted to do that little bit more:::: 

Other students have taken on a more managerial role within childcare. C26, working in 

a pre-school when studying for her Diploma, ‘moved on to another nursery’ in search of 

longer hours but became restless after a period of relief work as a ‘senior’ did not lead 

to a permanent promotion. She attended a recruitment fair in another county and as a 

result obtained a post as a day nursery manager. The new job is conditional upon her 

completing a level 4 qualification so she is currently enrolled on a foundation degree 

but sees this post as the highest attainable even after qualifying: ‘I suppose you can’t go 

up no more than a manager, can you?’.  

A10 not only owes her promotion to manager of her group to her level 3 Diploma but 

recognizes that this allowed her to radically restructure a pre-school that had previously 

been run, quasi-legally, as a private charity by two semi-trained staff. ‘The whole thing 

changed really with me going to college’. A10 worked in tandem with two subsequent 

Diploma students and together they were able to oust the existing leaders through their 

insistence that the group must have a management committee to function as a charity. 

A10: I knew what had to happen, I knew what I had to do legally to make it work, um. I 
knew what it was that I had to put into practice from what I knew from being at college, 
from being here at work and from listening to all the other people at college - what they 
all did. So I knew that I could do it. And also, um, I knew that I could pick up the phone 
to somebody, either to yourself or to one of the other girls. I knew that somebody would 
be there. 

This statement demonstrates the importance of all aspects of a taught course in turning 

capability into functioning - theory, practice, formal and informal support systems 

blending together to facilitate change. 

B20 also, was promoted to a post of responsibility as a result of qualifying to level 3, in 

her case to one of two deputy posts in a large village pre-school offering all-day care. 

Her manager, however, is supportive ‘and encourages me a lot to do other courses’. The 

Diploma was a requirement of her employment and the job, described as ‘very hard 

work sometimes’, ‘just seems to have opened up a wider career path’; one that may 



                                                      
 

 

              

             

          

      

 

              

        

 

 

 

            

            

           

          

 

 
              

          
 

 
               

              

           

  

 

              

             

              

                 

     

 
                
     

 
               

           

              

168 Chapter 7: Consequences 

become even wider when B20 completes her foundation degree. B20 is not yet ready to 

contemplate this possibility but her family may influence her to move on. Her eldest 

daughter is already asking why she is still at pre-school when she can earn more 

elsewhere but B20 clings to her ‘comfort zone’. 

These are the students who having qualified, moved up or moved on and turned their 

capabilities into new functionings. For the majority, changes are less dramatic, but 

nevertheless identifiable. 

Inching forward 

B20 was not unusual in seeing her decisions as a family concern. Qualifying only 

opened up new prospects if a student felt free to ‘move on’. Women returners 

continually considered the effect of change on partners and children. Note how F82 

worried about childcare arrangements during the summer when she anticipated her new 

advisory role: 

F82: I’m hoping that this flexible hours thing will just work around them. I mean the 
summer holidays will be the testing time but that’s the biggest holiday we’ve ever got to 
get through. 

F85’s options are limited by her children’s needs too: ‘They are still too young to be left 

in the school holidays for seven hours a day’. She pondered and planned ahead over a 

two-year period before swiftly moving on post-interview when a suitable job was 

advertised. 

Often a move was made when children reached an age where a longer day was 

practicable. B21, for example, made her first upwards move when her daughter ‘was 

going up to primary school’ and she thought ‘well I still only do three mornings a week. 

Well, I can do more than that now’. Conversely, for I129 the age of her children is a 

factor in her discontinuing a stressful job. 

I129: I thought the age my children are and how much time it is taking up and it didn’t 
seem right for me to be carrying on. 

I143 had no children when she left the army to avoid transfer to a location five hours 

away from her fiancé but she also considered [future] childcare arrangements and the 

need to choose a flexible occupation ‘something that I could take wherever I went’ that 
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‘would be something that I could do with a young family’. She took some time to 

decide between childcare, hairdressing and nursing. 

The interviews repeatedly revealed that job changes, as important influences on life-

style, were not decisions made lightly or swiftly. Paradoxically, we have seen earlier in 

the chapter that many students do change jobs but stay within the sector. Living in a 

world where jobs for life are no longer the norm, childcare students monitor their 

progress and keep their eyes open for new and seemingly better openings. Students 

appear to be fully aware of the capability set they occupy and demonstrate an 

‘opportunist’ attitude to suitable new jobs not dissimilar to the process whereby they 

initially entered childcare - because it was possible. In part this ‘not quite settled’ 

atmosphere may derive from their awareness of the limitations in the workplace, 

discussed more fully in chapter 6. 

Actually moving on, whether within or out of childcare was a slow and considered 

process, however, and some students exhibited a surface flexibility alongside a hidden 

reluctance to risk making changes. F91 described a long period of reflection before 

deciding to train as a nurse, and I133, worried that with the Diploma she might be 

‘overqualified now because they can’t afford to pay level 3s’, is looking around for a 

TA job in a school but is prepared to wait a while before changing direction: ‘I think it 

will depend on how things go with it in the next few years’. I134, a younger and 

childless student, also finds it difficult to move on quickly and cleanly. During the 

interview she discusses the temptation to take up the post of unit co-ordinator rather 

than go to university and still considers doing part-time work there during her degree 

course even though she knows that the situation in the day nursery in which she is 

employed is unlikely to radically improve. G104 too, who states that she is happy for 

the time being, is nevertheless considering options - running yoga classes for babies or 

teaching either older or nursery age children.  

Even D45 who had ‘always given myself five years’ at pre-school found it difficult to 

leave, describing her first interview as an embarrassment ‘because everything really 

came out about the way I was feeling and that really affirmed for me that it was then 

time to move on’. 
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This contradictory behaviour leads me to consider the possibility of the connection 

between childcare work and a form of continuing ‘maternal drive’ as many of the 

students do appear to be tied to their own children and to those with whom they work, 

demonstrating a form of ‘bonding’ in Bowlby’s (1969) sense of the term, together with 

a reduced sense of personal agency. However, the difficulty in moving on could merely 

be habitual; when lives are carefully integrated to balance family, work (and education 

when relevant) any change has consequences for all the strands favouring the 

maintenance of the status quo or gradual change, which is the pattern that is more 

common within these narratives. Indeed, the occupational typologies demonstrate the 

incidence of gradual change. Government policies offering higher status and plans to 

improve pay may, perhaps, induce more workers to stay in the sector once their own 

children are independent, turning settlers and switchers into step-uppers. 

Seeking better conditions in schools 

For students actively seeking better terms and conditions after qualifying, working in a 

school as TA is a popular move as it leads to regular hours, a reduction in 

responsibilities and administrative tasks and a slightly higher rate of pay in many 

instances. B15 managed to find a TA post even before the course finished; H112 talks 

of her daughter ‘going to school for a half day’ of starting as a parent helper ‘in the 

school here’ and how a TA post ‘come up’; D32 was seeking shorter hours because 

working nine-hour shifts in a day nursery ‘I never actually saw my children’; A2 claims 

her TA job ‘created a dramatic improvement in salary’ compared to co-running an early 

years co-operative. E62 on the other hand appeared to be volunteering in the school as 

much as working (see chapter 5). F86, who experimented with running an out-of-school 

club as a business for a year before seeking more regular hours as an administrator in a 

school recognizes the value of her change of job in salary terms: 

F86: I definitely did need more money and I had to go out to work otherwise we wouldn’t 
be living in this house.  

Decisions to stay in or move on from childcare after qualifying were neither lightly 

made, nor made for the reasons you might expect. 
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Exploitation and frustration 

Comments about pay were common among the step-uppers and those who moved out of 

childcare, like F86, but for the majority better pay was not a major consequence of 

attaining a vocational qualification. Unless a student changed jobs this was rarely 

mentioned. I questioned students in cohort ‘J’ to find out why this was so and found that 

many were paid the minimum wage and expected rises of between 5p and 20p per hour 

on qualifying - amounts that they rarely considered significant, and further evidence that 

pay was not the key motivating factor for the majority of staff. If students were being 

exploited financially it was not a major issue for them, other positional factors were 

more important. 

For some students becoming qualified created dissatisfaction. Their increased 

knowledge base raised their sense of self worth and level of expectation. They wanted 

better treatment in the workplace and greater recognition at national level. F85 stated 

this very clearly. 

F85: When you are taught how to do it … you start to think ‘hold on, I’m not being paid 
enough for this now … I’m undervalued now because I know more’. 

Where this dissatisfaction aligned with poor workplace conditions, students did 

demonstrate agency and move on or out. Some students stayed in childcare but became 

increasingly disillusioned. F85, perhaps, most forcefully expresses this dissatisfaction, 

becoming angry with both the general public and national government. 

F85: Nobody actually outside the job really understands how much responsibility you 
hold - and how high the standards have to be … there is still this kind of public notion 
that you just have a cosy little job down at the school and you are just a mum who’s got a 
nice little job and aren’t you lucky you get the holidays off … 

She wants early years’ conditions to have parity with teaching. 

F85: It makes me really cross because I don’t see how our successive governments can 
insist on raising, raising, raising standards but not actually taking on board any of the 
responsibility themselves for the people that they are asking to provide those standards. 

F85 is trapped in early years work by her own passion for it. 

F85: I enjoy the challenges … but the stress levels relative to the financial package are 
just ridiculous. 
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EDUCATIONAL 

Residual learning 

Students were asked during the interviews to comment on the course content, in part to 

establish aspects of residual learning. There were no prompts given so students could 

comment on as few or as many aspects as they wished. Appendix 7c records their 

answers.  

It reveals that planning was a really useful aspect of the course for eleven students, child 

development really important for ten. Theorists were deemed important by seven 

students but A2 twice described them as irrelevant. Observations were listed as 

important by five students as were play activities and a further four students would have 

liked more practical activities to be included, an issue difficult to address with the cuts 

in teaching hours and larger class sizes. Other comments reflect the idiosyncrasies of 

individual students’ experiences. B21, D34 and F91 all commented on the insufficiency 

of the coverage of special educational needs, an issue which has been addressed in later 

years. A9 a student involved in a child protection case would have liked more coverage 

of this topic but this would be unusual on a general Diploma. I129 who is relatively new 

to childcare and who sees the Diploma as a practice run for teacher training would have 

liked more information on how to teach children. Similarly A2, D32 and I137 would 

have liked more behaviour training because they either work one-to-one with children 

with special needs or, in the case of D32, have a large number of children with 

behavioural problems in their setting. D34’s wish for more management know-how 

reflects her recent and slightly reluctant take-up of a supervisory position but this 

subject lies outside a general level 3 syllabus. 

That the comments reflect individualized interests that lie outside the syllabus tends to 

suggest that the course did cover the necessary content quite thoroughly. A number of 

students in the G and H cohorts found all the content equally useful whether 

experienced or novice practitioners, suggesting that students cannot immediately 

identify salient learning. Some students, however, were able to recall specific learning 

that mattered. I134 listened closely throughout the course and comments on the ‘little 

things’ that she found useful - lowering fans to children’s height in hot weather, laying 
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out pencils so that children naturally use a tripod grip, making individualized matching 

games based on their names. All of these ideas she tried out in her group despite the fact 

that ‘no-one would listen to me at the nursery’. For I133 style was significant. She 

learned from real anecdotes: ‘the experience you had … from other playgroups or with 

your own children ... brought a lot of it into perspective for me’. I133 also described her 

own changing perspectives, explaining that she could ‘now look at the bigger picture’ 

and seek out reasons: 

I133: You then taught us to sort of look behind the behaviour. 

Learning styles 

Most of the personal comments about learning emanated from those students who were 

acquiring study skills and recognized a personal deficit. Students with developed 

abilities tended to take them for granted. This claim is true even for the graduates: A1, 

for instance, studying alongside younger students on the play specialist course noted the 

lack of presentation skills in the Diploma because she lacked this experience on the 

specialist training. This is a continuing omission but one thoroughly addressed on the 

foundation degree under transferable skills. Both A10 and F86, students who are given 

to self-reflection, were interested in the work on learning styles and ready to apply this 

information to their own patterns of study. Similarly F86, H113, I129 and I143s’ desires 

for more practical learning demonstrated that they preferred an active learning style. 

C26’s comments revealed a stepped approach to her learning. She itemized each stage 

when explaining what she had learnt. For example, of the Diploma she said: 

C26: The assignments were good, like they showed you how to do observations and stuff 
… And you just knew how to understand, how to write them, and how to plan from them. 

Similarly her comments on her subsequent foundation degree training were very literal. 

She said: 

C26: It is quite heavy and you have got to read loads of books and make up references … 
when you write your essays and stuff, if you use a quote from a book you have to make 
sure that you put that down and who it was by - by name. 

To some extent all the comments on study skills have a ‘know how’ rather than a ‘know 

that’ feel (Billet & Rose, 1999). Perhaps functional learning with its focus on skills 

acquisition rather than creativity or understanding is inevitably stepped. I137’s 
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depiction of studying was that you ‘just sit and listen, write everything down’, F91 

talked about ‘how to write essays’ and E67 picked out prioritizing time as the most 

important element for her. H125 also gave a very literal, if repetitive, description of 

studying, one that clearly sought to follow a set of procedures. 

H125: It’s really hard doing all the reading when you had to find out all these quotes and 
that and finding the right bit and knowing what you mean and what they mean if you see 
what I mean. 

It is perhaps disappointing that acknowledgements of residual learning are so 

limited but maybe this is inevitable in a retrospective study. It is possible that 

learning that has been truly assimilated is no longer readily isolated for recall but 

this does not mean that we should discount its existence or value. Overall the 

gains are probably the changes in levels of learning style (Belenky et al, 1986) 

already discussed in chapter 6 and the opening up of opportunities deriving from a 

confidence to undertake further study. 

Further study 

The Diploma served as an introduction to further study for a number of students. A1 

enrolled on a hospital play specialist course, B20 and C26 have started a foundation 

degree and H113 is about to do this. F82 has successfully completed a foundation 

degree already; D34 tried the course and for the time being at least has dropped out; and 

F85, H112 and B21 mentioned this as a future possibility. Likewise I129, B20 and 

G104 may, in the future, enrol on teacher training courses. E67 completed a massage 

course but decided that, as a career, working from home would be too lonely. Some 

students have become lifelong learners. H112 has completed teaching assistant courses 

at levels 2 and (now) 3, a counselling course, sign language and sundry other short 

courses. She plans to take any school-based training course she is offered and describes 

her long term plans for betterment. 

H112: I’m feathering my nest to make it bigger and better so that, should I want to move 
on::: and get paid a better wage which I deserve I will be able to do it. 

A8 who found education ‘quite addictive’ and believes that as ‘I’m in the habit now, I 

might as well go on, keep the ball rolling’ has completed four significant qualifications 

and is considering topping these up to full degree level but doubts her ability as a result 
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of negative feedback. Her concerns reveal that although a positive experience boosts 

confidence, this can easily be undermined. 

Too much too soon 

For a few students course attendance highlighted their lack of knowledge and 

experience. Three students E67, G104 and I129 feared that they might have enrolled on 

the Diploma course prematurely and felt that they would have benefited from more 

experience prior to doing the course. E67 is measuring herself against a more-educated 

colleague and this may account for her uncertainty. G104 was one of the students who 

sought a childcare course prior to finding a placement so her concerns are 

understandable, especially when faced with a room full of students, many of whom 

were already working in a group. She was the only student to directly voice the 

disempowerment associated with motherhood but I doubt that she would have been the 

only person to experience this condition. 

G104: When you have been at home with children you do, you do somehow think the 
world has gone on without you to some extent. 

In I129’s case there is a real possibility that her concerns are misplaced: possibly it was 

not the course, but the taxing job of turning a struggling pre-school around with 

minimal committee support, that was taken on prematurely. 

INTEGRATED LIVES 

In addition to the thematic discussion above, it is important to look within the narratives 

and to explore the significance of combinations of consequences for individual students. 

For any one person there are likely to be effects that span several areas: we have seen 

already how a gain like confidence can have familial, social, vocational or educational 

connotations but still be predominantly personal. It lies outside the boundaries of this 

project to document these individualized consequence patterns in detail but there is 

space to consider more holistically how individual lives develop and the role of 

education in this process, and to look more specifically at individual students’ 

experiences. The narratives demonstrated repeatedly that students juggle and balance 

their commitments, monitor their opportunities and marshall their strengths to achieve 

new ‘functionings’, and that those with children do this with a clear focus on, and 
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acceptance of, their central role of mother. These are students who, in capability terms, 

are concerned with their ‘being’ and ‘doing’, integrating aspects of their lives rather 

than trying to escape their domestic ties. In this section I am seeking the bigger picture, 

looking for connections between different elements of student stories, pulling together 

threads that are dispersed throughout their discourses to demonstrate how individuals 

integrate their lives. 

C25 who ‘used to win poetry competitions’ as a teenager before leaving school after a 

breakdown, found the Diploma useful in ‘getting back into the mode of writing’, would 

‘miss not working with children’ but ‘is throwing the towel in’ because pre-school no 

longer meets her desire to be ‘just caring for children’ and the workplace is stressful. 

After probing I established that her ‘marriage is falling apart’ too, leading her to 

reassess her options. She actually says that ‘I know from the Diploma I enjoyed putting 

pen to paper and creating sentences and words’ and that she would like to ‘explore the 

possibilities of anything creative - writing or art of anything and it would be child-

based’. This is an attempt to integrate past and future and secure a change of lifestyle 

while she has financial security. C25 does not consider a return to her work in a riding 

school (post-breakdown) or her career as a young married woman but decides to 

develop the interests inherent in an earlier educational experience. A positive 

educational experience encourages C25 to ‘repair’ a negative one. 

A9’s mother, formerly a nurse, figures frequently in her narrative. A9 started a nursing 

course herself at sixteen but only ‘stuck’ college for six months, extending her Saturday 

shop job to full-time and staying in the retail environment for eight years until her first 

child was born. She then helped in a pre-school and set up her own with friends, 

working weekends as a ward assistant at the hospital. The Diploma was essential to the 

childcare job and has since been useful in helping her deal with her son’s problems at 

secondary school. She claims both the ‘knowledge into how the systems work’ and the 

confidence deriving from success were important here: ‘I am as good as the next one 

and I can go and check out whatever life throws at me’. Becoming a single parent, she 

needed more money and runs a local newsagent’s for a friend, starting at 6 or 7 am to be 

available for the children after school. This job is additionally attractive as the manager 

allows her children to come in for breakfast before school. Thus, A9 has linked the 
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Diploma knowledge to her children and made a return to retail employment. A further 

integration links the nursing and the ‘people skills’ aspects of childcare to the job. The 

shop is situated close to a drug dependency unit and A9 needs her confidence in dealing 

with vulnerable people to cope with this and to play an informal ‘care in the 

community’ role. Her retelling of the addicts’ individual life stories validates her claim 

that: ‘I have actually had some good old conversations with some of them’. Thus the 

nursing/caring elements of her experience are also integrated into her current ‘doing’. 

We saw that E62 sought the confidence to overcome a mental breakdown stemming 

from an abusive marriage and that this was one of the outcomes of completing the 

Diploma. Having ‘the confidence to go into school’ includes a vocational element too. 

Prior to having children she had worked as a carer, but she worked in pre-school when 

she studied. Thereafter, she moved into school to work with children with special needs 

offering both educational support (for which her Diploma knowledge is essential) and 

personal care (which uses her caring skills). Thus she has integrated aspects of her life 

without sacrificing the chance to ‘be at home with my children’. 

A2’s story centres around literacy and numeracy. Early in the interview she describes 

returning to college as a teenage mother to retake her maths as ‘I do feel maths and 

English are important’. When asked about the purposes of education, she mentions 

functional skills: ‘as long as everybody can read and write and do basic sums we are 

half way there …’. After her pre-school folded, she chose a TA job where she used her 

Diploma knowledge but also did additional literacy training and has specialized in this 

area of support. Here we see a recurrent ‘skills’ theme becoming a source of integration. 

For B20, education has both a reparative and a prospective function. The Diploma made 

good the gaps in her general education and allowed her to pursue a career despite 

leaving school early to bring up a family. The foundation degree may enable her to 

progress later to teacher training. But the educational achievements play an important 

personal role in overcoming the ‘stigma’ of teenage motherhood. Despite a secure 

marriage and three healthy children she is looking forward to displaying her career and 

fitness at a school reunion when she turns forty. It matters that she will not be ‘fat’ and 

will ‘have a career’ whilst some of her friends are just having their first child. Here the 
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connections are personal and have a linear trajectory, but nevertheless B20 is integrating 

aspects of her life. 

F86 now works as an arts co-ordinator in a secondary school and describes this as the 

perfect job for her as it blends her love of the arts, her liking for children and her 

administrative skills stemming from a strong need for order in her life. Her first job, 

coincidentally was as an au pair but her training before parenthood was in office 

administration and she likes both the ‘supportive’ nature of this role and the sense of 

creating order around herself. Her creative side finds an outlet in miniaturist pursuits; 

nail-decorating and cake-icing both require precision and care. She tried to integrate her 

love of children and ‘creative side’ in pre-school but on undergoing Diploma training 

realized that methodical craft was not what was recommended for children: ‘I started to 

worry that I wasn’t quite doing it right’. She therefore determined to focus again on the 

administrative side within the group but could not focus on ‘a bit of paper’ if a ‘child 

wanted to play with me’, there or in the out-of-school club that she ran as a business for 

a year. She believes the Diploma helped her to get her job in the secondary school. She 

could demonstrate competence, a knowledge of children and had a greater sense of 

personal confidence: ‘maybe that’s why I was able to go for the job’. As arts co-

ordinator she can still adopt a child-centred approach but can work with small groups or 

individual older children so has no core need to concern herself with educational 

objectives or regulations and can befriend children as she sees fit. This second attempt 

to integrate her life is therefore much more successful than the earlier one as ‘free 

expression’ and ‘craftwork’ have contradictory aims. 

For I143 integrated changes arise from the natural coincidence of making a career 

change from armed forces to childcare and having her own toddler. I see the changes we 

discuss as being part of her civilianization. I143 does not acknowledge this 

interpretation, only that there was a ‘HUGE process going on, a big huge process’ but 

she does admit it was hard to find a job because she had ‘been out of society for so 

many years’. In college she had to learn to fit into the group and to accept that not all 

learning can be ‘bang, bang, bang’. In the pre-school setting she had to learn how to 

deal with colleagues and with children and this was not helped by false accusation of 

malpractice resolved only after Ofsted investigation. At interview, however she 



                                                                                                                             
 

 

                

           

              

      

 
              

                 
       

 
                

            

      

             

           

          

                

                

              

           

             

             

             

            

                

               

             

         

 

            

           

            

            

          

           

179 Chapter 7: Consequences 

describes ‘my “no mess” policy’ and seems to have been able to find her own voice in 

dealing with children’s discipline. The family aspect is fundamental to both home and 

work. Of the Diploma she says ‘it made you think more about why …’ and the example 

she gives reveals just how important that was. 

I143: And then my own child, it helped. Say before I wouldn’t have realized that, say, he 
was tired and that was why he was being a bugger for two hours. I would have thought he 
was just being a bugger for two hours. 

H112 had no choice but to change her life. Following the attack by an arrestee she could 

no longer work in the police force and sought a new career. Despite major physical 

consequences and agoraphobia, H112 shows a remarkable determination. She 

subsequently married and had two children even though she had to wear leg braces and 

extensive body bandages to support her back and pelvis throughout the pregnancies. She 

volunteered in pre-school and later primary alongside her children but acknowledges 

this supported her as much as them: it was easier to take them to school if she did not 

have to return alone. She likes to keep occupied as this controls her levels of anxiety: ‘it 

kills off some of the (…) if I do this, this will happen’. Continual retraining keeps her 

mind occupied but H112 also recognizes that she is ‘feathering my nest’ in case she 

needs a better wage when her partner retires in five years time. H112 is quite explicit 

about the ways in which her choices are integrated. She describes how being a parent 

helper ‘killed that coming home … we’d come home together’. She compares the skills 

in observing children to those learned in interviewing witnesses: ‘you are looking at 

everything … I knew what I was doing right away’ and could ‘transfer a lot of my skills 

what I’d had before’. Family was important too, as she recognized ‘if I learn all this I 

can transfer it to my children’. Thus past and present, personal and pre-school issues are 

all integrated in H112’s meticulous attack upon agoraphobia: ‘Everything in my life 

was planned’. 

If space allowed I could demonstrate the integrated aspects of all the students’ lives. 

Instead I can only include some brief overviews. A1’s Diploma and earlier degree 

together led to success at an interview for a play specialist post, D45 uses the 

community and health and safety aspects of the Diploma with her geography degree 

when working for a countryside organization, I129 and G104 know their graduate status 

and the Diploma will facilitate teacher training. F91’s twins with special needs led to 
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her crusade to help other such children, and a switch from childcare training to 

paediatric nursing. F85, so vociferous about levels of support for childcare workers 

finds a job where the pre-school links to the reception class so she is able to continue 

the job she likes but with a degree of state support. I134 uses her ‘A’ levels and 

childcare experience to access a full-time psychology degree when the workplace turns 

out to be too stressful, choosing a course with significant child development content. 

F82 a former bank employee, manages a successful pre-school and completes a 

foundation degree. When her children can cope independently, she takes a post as a 

business and enterprise officer in the childcare sector, where she can effectively use 

both her financial acumen and knowledge of children. G107 after her early education 

amongst children with special needs in the dame school, pursues a series of ‘caring’ 

careers and possibly uses the Diploma course to come to terms with her own 

childlessness. Unlike other interviewees she is ‘aware’ of her different status, talks 

about her ‘nurturing’ side, and found the content on ‘working with families’ the most 

useful despite deciding not to remain in the field. 

H125 was highly confused about what to do next at the time of the interview. Clearly, 

for her, work gave shape to her life, and achieving the Diploma should have made it 

possible for her to continue in her chosen career. ‘Integration’ of life and work was 

working negatively for her, temporarily, at least. However, H125 demonstrated a very 

sensitive and empathetic attitude towards the children and an ability to think holistically 

and independently and makes one of the most important statements in the interviews, as 

she poignantly links her own learning to the children’s needs: 

H125: If you tie it all in together, there is no reason why you should ever have a child 
ever crying. 

Discussion 

The most commonly claimed consequence of the Diploma course was ‘confidence’ but 

detailed analysis revealed that this term was applied to a range of internalized feelings 

and externalized capabilities. Confidence to ‘be’ was as important as confidence to ‘do’ 

and for some students ‘doing’ carried status benefits if it led to social standing in the 

community. 
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Students readily developed friendships amongst their peers but few of these new 

relationships survived beyond the end of the course and it seems that social capital 

theory offers a valid explanation for this characteristic (see chapter 8). People working 

in their local pre-school have such strong ties within the local community that they lack 

the energy to sustain relationships outside of this locality. Thus, ‘on the course’ 

friendships soon gave way to a general satisfaction that there were plenty of potential 

friends around the county and the students enjoyed and recalled the occasions when 

they encountered fellow students in other contexts: shops, training courses, school 

environments. 

Many students transferred the knowledge learnt on the course into the family situation 

whatever the age of their own children, suggesting that the learning from the course was 

much more widely applicable than an early years syllabus would predict. At times this 

was a positive outcome but sometimes a source of individual guilt to students who felt 

they had treated their own children inappropriately. 

Vocational outcomes data reveals that although a third of the cohort changed jobs these 

were almost entirely changes within childcare, demonstrating the reluctance of childcare 

workers to move out of the sector even if frustrated by policy change and low rates of 

pay and recognition. Statistically very few students, the five step uppers (six if I include 

D45 who left the sector), achieved ‘average’ rates of pay. Most continued to work for 

around the minimum wage, finding the benefits in the convenient hours, flexible 

working patterns and sometimes in status. Becoming a school teaching assistant offered 

slightly higher pay and security for less responsibility so was seen as an appropriate 

goal. Childcare, in all its guises, allows a degree of integration of family and work 

practices through flexible working conditions and shared subject content and the 

Diploma course, in teaching relevant content played a key role in this process. 

Different students identified different aspects of the course as most useful to their work 

with the two key elements of child development and curriculum planning most 

commonly mentioned. Students who completed earlier tended to be more discriminating 

in their selection of different aspects but whether this was because time encouraged 

discernment or conversely because they could remember less is not ascertainable. 
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However, the early students were aware of elements that were omitted from the 

syllabus, suggesting an engagement with the course content rather than a failure to 

remember. Some students would have preferred more practical learning and these 

students came from across the ability range but the students who focused on the 

procedures underpinning learning tended to be those who were less able and needed to 

learn step by step. Both less and more able students enrolled on or planned further 

training, often at degree level, demonstrating the important role that a facilitative course 

like the Diploma can have on a student’s confidence to study further. 

In addition to looking for consequences common to many students, evidence was 

compiled to substantiate the major finding of this research, the way in which individuals 

strive to build integrated lives, pulling together elements from the personal, familial, 

vocational and educational domains to construct their own ‘functioning’. In chapter 5 

we saw that the majority of the students espoused liberal expectations for education 

despite enrolling on a vocational course. In this chapter we see that they take from the 

course what matters to them and use the learning in ways that suits their own needs, 

therefore creating their own liberal outcomes from elements of the syllabus and the 

class teaching. The individual vignettes demonstrate how for some students the 

experience of studying successfully appears to ‘free’ them to develop ideas and make 

choices that satisfy needs from much earlier periods of their lives, even at times making 

good the negative experiences of schooling described in chapter 5. Several of those who 

did not remain in childcare found that aspects of the Diploma course and the related 

work experience supported the furtherance of earlier or new forms of employment, 

evidencing truly transferable learning. 



 

 
 

 
             

            

             

           

          

             

           

          

           

            

            

            

  

 
 

 
 

             

           

            

            

         

             

            

            

        

          

             

             

             

             

             

Chapter 8 

MANAGING EVERYDAY LIVES 

At the outset, I planned to study the ‘private world’ of education (Trow, 1997) but it 

was only after considerable time spent comparing my findings to the key debates in 

education that I came to recognize that I had achieved this aim whilst constructing a 

narrative discourse that focused on the minutiae of the women’s daily lives, describing 

the ‘caring’ commitments that underpin a society still divided on gendered lines. Initial 

analysis and interpretation made sense of the data but did not immediately explain their 

overall significance: this required a further ‘imaginative’ leap in understanding. I have 

already described how, when trying to analyse the students’ relationship with education 

it proved impossible to separate this from their comments about their families and their 

work and how, after a while, I realized that this was actually a significant finding rather 

than a sign of analytical failure. From this connection, was born the notion of 

‘integrated lives’, a concept already discussed within the thesis but one that deserves a 

more detailed treatment. 

INTEGRATED LIVES 

Once formulated, the notion that these students were seeking to integrate their lives is a 

credible one and the possible links through education easy to trace. Childcare 

knowledge is relevant to bringing up one’s own children, and the vocational nature of 

the course draws the workplace into the net, lodging the student within a contextual 

framework that includes family, work and education. The interview evidence has shown 

how the student personally relates to each of the contexts but also revealed overarching 

connections between each context, a secondary set of links that further binds each 

student into a schema where family, education and work are vitally important and co-

exist symbiotically. This interdependence makes sense of the findings already 

described: the fuzzy boundaries between work and home, the foregrounding of 

children’s needs, the drifting into childcare as a result of having small children, the 

relegation of pay to a lower importance than convenience and status. It also explains the 

paradoxical status of education as both marginal and integral to the family, the linking 

of learning from the course to their own children whatever their ages, the taking from 

the course whatever they needed to further their own learning, and most importantly the 



                                                                                                                          
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                   

 

 

 

  

 

184 Chapter 8: Everyday Lives 

way that the students appear to live in a slowly shifting present keeping pace with their 

children’s maturation despite a lack of purposeful planning. 

This ‘integrated lives’ framework, can be represented diagrammatically as a series of 

three interlocking triangles (see figure 8.1) and the reciprocal links described in 

generalized terms. 

Figure 8.1 The triple triangle maintaining integrated lives © Hazel Wright, 2009 

On the outer framework, the childcare focus of the diploma (representing education) 

includes content that supports the family as the student learns about child development 

theory and about education. Reciprocally the student’s practical knowledge of children 

assists assimilation of theory. Education, being vocational, directly increases the 

knowledge and competence that the student takes into the workplace. Reciprocally 

working in childcare extends and consolidates learning through practical experience. To 

complete the triangle, the family supports the workplace by allowing the students to 



                                                                                                                              
 

            

             

       

         

 

          

            

           

            

           

           

         

          

       

              

         

 

              

          

       

           

              

              

          

        

 

   

             

       

           

             

           

             

           

185 Chapter 8: Everyday lives 

have fuzzy life-work boundaries and put in additional unpaid efforts whether this be to 

carry out planning and publicity, to fundraise or to provide the materials necessary for 

the children’s activities. Reciprocally the workplace offers convenient hours and 

location, and a sense of belonging to a community. 

In the inner framework, the student supports her own family foregrounding their needs 

at every stage and minimizing the disturbance to their lives. Reciprocally the family 

offers some practical help and the emotional space to study. From the workplace the 

student derives, status, occupation and income without having to give up caring for her 

own family. Reciprocally she offers labour and commitment and, in many cases, 

performs tasks over and above those that carry remuneration, an aspect important to 

pre-schools in the voluntary sector, which is financially constrained. From education, 

the student gains status, confidence and a qualification and also achieves and determines 

new aspirations for the future. Reciprocally, the successful student makes a commitment 

to the course and college, demonstrating a desire to learn, an enquiring mind and a 

readiness to study however difficult it is to find the time. 

In seeking such a tidy theoretical explanation we should not forget that the real world is 

essentially more ‘messy’. In practice, there are many additional links across the 

boundaries. For instance, the confidence ascribed to educational success for some 

students may derive from achievement at work or pleasure in their children’s 

attainment, and this is also a transferable asset that the student can use in the family, the 

workplace, or in any other aspect of their lives. In real life, the women are juggling 

competing needs so the triangle represents a series of foci for compromise and 

negotiation rather than the idealized reflexively supportive nodes portrayed here. 

The gendered triangle 

The trinity of family, education and work is operating at a local community level but, 

nevertheless, reflects broader structural relationships that are essentially gendered. 

Although some of the women are single, divorced or childless, the majority (79% in the 

population, 88% in the sample) were living within a nuclear family but statistics like 

these conceal a variety of marital relationships hidden within the ‘domestic ideology’ 

that divides ‘the male world of work and commerce’ from the ‘women’s sphere in the 

home’ (Davidoff & Hall, 1987; Hall, 1992; both in Jackson, 2008, p.129). Nevertheless, 



                                                                                                                              
 

          

          

           

          

 

           

           

          

          

          

            

          

          

         

          

             

           

        

          

          

           

        

          

 

           

        

           

              

             

         

           

            

                

186 Chapter 8: Everyday lives 

the partial continuation of the ‘capitalist’ pattern of male breadwinner, domesticated 

female (Hart, 1992), offers a credible explanation for the commonly held minimal 

concern with poor remuneration that makes possible the choice of part-time work. 

Husbands work, wives care - at home and in the community. 

In choosing to marry, women may be conforming to societal and familial expectations 

but, equally, for many, marriage may serve both romantic and practical ends. There is 

unequivocal evidence within the data that the women privilege their children’s needs, 

so, quite apart from personal preference, marriage (or cohabitation) may support the 

‘performance’ of mothering. The high incidence of married relationships may reflect a 

belief that providing children with a stable home environment is more easily achieved in 

partnership, and signal an acceptance that this is more important than greater personal 

freedom or a full-time career. A tight-knit family structure can provide security, 

protection and a sense of belonging, and taking on domestic responsibilities construed 

as a fair exchange. There is evidence (chapter 5) that housework responsibilities are 

accepted but also that these are casually put aside (‘cheated on’) when children’s needs 

or essay deadlines are more important, suggesting they are viewed as neither intractable 

obligation nor significant burden. Being unrewarded does not automatically make 

housework unrewarding: it is often the ‘alienating’ conditions surrounding it that are 

unacceptable (Hart, 1992, p.102). However, it is clear (chapter 6) that the women 

consider their husband’s foibles when prioritizing tasks (eg: H113, C25, F85) giving 

credence to Duncan et al’s (2003, p.326) concerns that recent discourses claiming the 

division of labour to be ‘actively negotiated’ may, sometimes, mask a ‘non-negotiable 

pre-given’.  

The ‘education’ apex of the triangle also carries gendered connotations. Part-time adult 

provision serves a predominately female population (Purvis, 1991), and many women 

balance educational commitments with family and/or work, as in this study (Merrill, 

1999; Burke, 2002). We should be aware of the role of education in developing identity 

and how this may be constrained by family ties. The women are making their choices 

within a network of existing relationships and gendered expectations and Burke’s 

(2002, p.110) student who insisted she was being trained rather than educated, ‘refusing 

the production of an intellectual self through learning’ to avoid threatening her position 

as wife and mother, may not be exceptional. On the Diploma itself, the need to belong is 



                                                                                                                              
 

          

       

 

            

         

           

           

              

         

          

          

           

             

           

         

            

          

             

           

        

         

            

 

            

          

           

         

            

            

         

    

             

187 Chapter 8: Everyday lives 

palpable and evidenced by individual students, through their comments about tutor 

contact, friendships, or subgroups within the classroom (chapter 6). 

The gendered nature of adult education is greatly accentuated by the vocational nature 

of the Diploma. The low status of caring professions, characterized by skills with 

limited exchange value (Skeggs, 2004), both derives from and is perpetuated by, their 

female orientation. As late as 1997 research evidence showed that male students 

accounted for only 1% of those in training (Penn & McQuail, 1997; in Pugh, 1998) and 

this ‘segregation’ itself facilitates the continuance of feminized practices within the 

profession. At the start of the study period, college courses in childcare were perceived 

to be catering for low-achieving working class women (Pugh, ibid, p.12) but 

exceptionally, due to its middle-class affiliations (David, 1990), that trend is offset on 

the Diploma, leading to an unusually varied social mix. The Diploma course is atypical 

too, in attracting lecturers with higher level qualifications and a range of life 

experiences, defying the FE norm whereby tutors ‘immersed in the vocational culture 

themselves’ find it hard to perceive ‘let alone implement - opportunities for change’ 

(Colley et al, 2003, p.490). ‘Vocational habitus’ a process whereby students who 

survive the selection processes are ‘groomed’ to act and look the part is not experienced 

on the Diploma. Nor are the students taught key skills, so the inculcation of work-

orientated behaviours described by Burke (2002, p.33) is generally avoided. 

Communicating with parents, however, is an important element but here the students 

are encouraged to draw upon their dual experience base to construct their own 

understandings. 

Nevertheless, in ‘putting oneself last’ and in ‘always being there when needed’, the all-

female cohort do exhibit characteristics ‘indicative of feminine duty’ (Skeggs, 1997, 

p.68). For the women these are behaviours that they bring into the workplace, 

predispositions that make childcare work an extension of mothering, rather than values 

that need to be acquired. They are also characteristics that the workplace is quick to 

exploit, albeit in the interests of young children rather than direct profit, within the 

voluntary sector. Indeed, Nias’s (1999; in Osgood, 2006b, p.191) ‘culture of care’ 

comprising ‘affectivity, altruism, self-sacrifice and over-conscientiousness’ is viewed 

by Osgood as a ‘powerful self-regulatory mechanism’, and one that is challenged by the 
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‘masculinist’ doctrine of professionalism, opening up an additional and important 

perspective on the women’s protests about impending changes (chapter 6). 

We must also remember that the triangle places the ‘student’ in a fourth but pivotal 

position. We have seen that the women value qualities like altruism (chapter 5) and 

status (chapter 6) in the community, so exhibiting these characteristics strengthens self-

esteem. We have seen too that childcare work (in offering flexible hours, shortened 

working days and convenient locations, see chapter 5) supports the women in their roles 

as mothers. Meeting the expectations for ‘good mothering’ will further raise their sense 

of emotional well-being. Thus, the gendered connections may go beyond the reciprocal, 

spiralling into self-perpetuating behaviours, as feeling good encourages further 

involvement in activities that generate positive emotions. In such ways, working in 

childcare provides rewards far beyond and above the poor rates of pay. 

From this discussion we can see that, the childcare student seeking an ‘integrated life’ is 

making choices bounded very clearly by a triangle of interlinked contexts and that 

gender shapes relationships at every point of the triangle. The women seek to belong 

within the family, the workplace and community, and on the Diploma course itself, and 

this, in part, defines their sense of self. As Gilligan claims (1993, originally 1982, p.63) 

‘we know ourselves as separate only insofar as we live in connection with others’. 

Perhaps this closely interwoven triangle also explains the focus on the ‘present’ that this 

thesis so clearly observes. As a shape the triangle is a perfectly balanced structure so a 

lifestyle based around a ‘triple triangle’ is inherently very stable; a characteristic that 

allows students to focus on what is important now rather than repairing the past or 

fearing the future. 

MAINTAINING STASIS 

Biesta and Tedder (2007, p.5) relevantly claim that ‘under the rapidly changing 

“external” circumstances of high or late modern societies, a substantial amount of effort 

may be needed to keep a situation relatively stable over time’. Their notion of agentive 

effort equates with the care that the study cohort put into ‘integrating’ their lives, whilst, 

paradoxically, appearing also to ‘drift’ into childcare just because this is possible. I also 

believe that creating stability in the face of change requires effort and think that a 



                                                                                                                              
 

            

             

           

           

           

           

            

 

  

             

             

         

            

          

          

          

 

        

         

           

           

            

         

            

              

                

           

            

            

          

              

          

           

189 Chapter 8: Everyday lives 

holistic interpretation of the student data is that it reveals the ways that the students 

work to provide a secure environment in which to bring up their children (family) and 

that they do so without sacrificing their own needs for a modicum of financial 

independence (work) and an element of personal improvement (education). For one or a 

few women to achieve this balance could be attributed to percipience, assertiveness or 

exceptional strength of character, but for so many to do so suggests the existence of 

underlying supportive mechanisms and I think there are a number worthy of attention. 

Greedy institutions 

To explain the balance within the triangle I am drawn to Coser’s (1974) label ‘greedy 

institutions’. Initially applied to the family by Coser and his wife, this was extended to 

include education by Edwards (1993, after Ackers, 1980), and to childcare work 

through my research. A greedy institution is one that seeks total commitment from its 

members, and within the public sphere, the predominately male domain, its demands are 

normatively curbed through legislation or other official action. Hours of work, for 

instance, are normally legally restricted in the public sphere, offering people some 

protection.  

Unchecked, however, a greedy institution is ‘omnivorous’. It seeks ‘voluntary 

compliance’ finding ‘means of activating loyalty and commitment’ through ‘appearing 

highly desirable to the participants’ (Coser, 1974, p.6); a statement that underscores the 

vulnerability of women, functioning in the private sphere and juggling part-time roles 

that so often define their sense of belonging and self-esteem. The family and domestic 

tasks demand constant attention, education requires open-ended personal study time, 

and childcare work exacts an emotional commitment that cannot be measured in terms 

of hours or effort. Within my research, the voluntary status of the settings and the part-

time nature of both study and work make it even more difficult to define or restrict ways 

of complying and we have seen that the women welcome fuzzy life/work boundaries for 

the flexibility they offer in terms of reducing hours away from the home. The practice 

of studying in spare moments when it does not disturb the family also exemplifies an 

activity with poorly defined boundaries. H113 unwittingly draws attention to the 

‘greedy’ status of all three institutions in her interview. With regard to her family 

commitments she claims to ‘run around like a loon’, she likes assessment criteria in 

education as they set boundaries and her concern is ‘where do you stop?’, in the 
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workplace she describes how the required commitment ‘builds up, builds up, builds up 

until it’s too much’. Yet her husband is ‘supportive of me’ (joining the pre-school 

committee and taking her to college in advance to help her cope with agoraphobia, 

changing his work schedule to facilitate course attendance, but not doing the 

housework). Her outlook is positive, connecting family, work and education: ‘it’s good 

for my kids to see me working and studying’. 

The concept of greedy institution may explain the way that, acting intuitively, the 

women conceal their studies. Coser believes that different ‘status positions’ are possible 

when an individual’s behaviour is ‘not observable by all his role-partners or status-

partners at the same time’ (ibid, p.7). Given that husbands know (or think they know) 

what is happening on the home front, and given that many already see their wives as 

working too hard for too little pay, concealing the extent of their educational 

commitment may be the only action open to the women. 

Thus we can see that the women’s engagement with, and enjoyment of, their family, 

work and study inheres ‘greedy institution’ status to all three aspects of the triangle. It is 

also clear that the very flexibility that the women value makes them vulnerable. 

However, we shall now consider how the integrated triangle provides a means of 

understanding the processes that balance these competing demands. Because the 

students are motivated to integrate all three strands (family, work and education), 

valuing them all as important, the inherently stability of a three-way split allows them to 

achieve considerable stasis. Greedy institutions have to be either tolerated or tamed and 

the ‘integrated lives’ triangle may serve as a ‘taming’ influence. Students live within the 

reciprocal triangle (exhibiting varying degrees of consciousness of its existence) and 

work to maintain the balance between the contexts. We have seen how additional 

commitments are accepted until they impinge too much on another element, and how at 

this point students (or their partners) complain and the balance is redressed maintaining 

the overall stability of the ‘integrated lives’. In effect, each pair of ‘greedy’ institutions 

checks the dominance of the third keeping the system in stasis. 

Overall the students were content with what they had rather than striving for better pay 

and working conditions. Some complained about these factors but, in general, this did 

not motivate them to move on. I never once sensed a desire for their children to grow up 
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and become independent so that they could progress to the next stage of their lives, 

demonstrating the central importance of the family for these women. Indeed it was this 

sense of fulfilment that first suggested the notion of ‘integration’. However, the high 

degree of personal satisfaction that I encountered led me to consider its validity further, 

to question whether their expectations were in some way curtailed? 

Cognitive dissonance 

From within psychology the concept of cognitive dissonance has some relevance but 

this is a general notion that could be attributed to many acceptable decisions. Festinger 

(1957; in Hayes & Orrell, 1993) found that people simultaneously holding contradictory 

attitudes will strive to reduce tension by changing one attitude to fit the other and it 

could be that women who choose to work in childcare are attempting to fulfil the role of 

mother and to work without encountering ‘dissonance’. Indeed, when F91 talks of 

returning briefly to her previous occupation, and of deciding ‘I couldn’t cope with 

work’ and ‘that’s when I went into childcare’ she appears to be implying that the two 

are qualitatively different, supporting the notion that childcare work is the more 

acceptable proposition, possibly not even considered to be work. However, we have 

seen that convenience and hours were very important in their own right and have to 

recognize that this could be a purely practical matter: as when mothers get jobs ‘the 

other work they do must be possible to do at the same time’ (Hunter College Women’s 

Studies Collective, 2005, p.379). Overall, I think the women want to be with their 

children and are exercising choice in a gendered context. As F88 states: ‘I knew that I 

had to do something that involved […] around school or university so that I could have 

… the time off with them’.  

Adaptive preference 

Returning to the issue of curtailed expectations we must also consider the psychological 

concept of adaptive preference, as this is repeatedly discussed in connection with the 

capability approach and partially equates to Sen’s (1999) term ‘mental conditioning’. 

Nussbaum (2000, p.137) rather aptly defines the concept as ‘adjustments in response to 

a perception of one’s circumstances’ but it is Elster (1982, p.226) who analyses this in 

detail, inhering five distinctive qualities to adaptive preference formation, that for 

brevity I refer to as reversibility, choice restriction, endogeneity, optionality and 

reactivity. 
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I have considered this concept repeatedly and in great detail, recognizing that it is often 

applied to women in developing countries and could therefore have possible relevance 

to women living within traditional family structures in British society (and this is fully 

explored in appendix 8a). I found very little evidence that this concept was applicable to 

the students despite their female gender. There was an element of reversibility in the 

decision of stagers to work in childcare when their children were little but not to remain 

in the profession. Most, even if moving on, were enthusiastic about their time in the 

field, and I view this as opportunistic rather than adaptive. It was possible that the 

forceful protests of a few students in the face of change (in particular C25 and F85) may 

indicate an element of reactivity. Both seemed to advocate greater professionalization of 

the workforce but also to be threatened by changes that brought childcare work more in 

line with the ‘external’ world. However, the evidence suggests that these students are 

‘openly’ choosing their employment (discounting restricted choice), are genuinely 

wanting to work with children rather than ‘coerced’ (discounting endogeneity) or 

instinctively ‘driven’ to do this (no lack of optionality). 

The discussion of ‘adaptive preference’ concludes that the students are freely choosing 

their options even though the array is prescribed by their role in and commitments to the 

family. There may be a small element of adaptive preference but generally caring for 

children, one’s own and other peoples’, appears to be an elective decision and the 

students conscious of the choices they are making. Accumulaters demonstrate a realistic 

awareness of what they can achieve one step at a time. Asserters reveal a high degree of 

self- and other-awareness as they take advantage of opportunities that present. 

Agonizers may not easily find a direction but they demonstrate an ability to see both 

sides of an argument. Accepters may only make decisions reactively but when they do 

so appear to recognize that they have exercised choice.  

I think, therefore it is more accurate to talk about ‘contingent selection’ rather than 

‘adaptive preference’. Students make choices that suit them ‘now’ and defer other 

choices until they become viable, thereby demonstrating an element of planning to 

offset against any endogenous urge to care for their own children. To view the students’ 

decisions in terms of selecting achievable functionings from their current capability set, 

is more flexible and sensitive to individual circumstances, and allows the possibility of 

change as capabilities expand. 
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Resistance to social expectations 

Students are exercising the choice to care for their own children in the face of current 

political agendas favouring the expansion of paid childcare and women’s post-maternal 

early return to the workforce, thereby clearly exhibiting agentive behaviour. As 

childcare trainees they know that the literature on maternal bonding (Bowlby, 1951, 

1969, 1973, 1980) is out of favour, replaced by cross-cultural studies supporting 

multiple care-giving (Schaffer, 1996; Super & Harkness, 1982; Schieffelin & Ochs, 

1998; Singer, 1998) and therefore justifying paid day care (but at level 3 would not 

reference this as I do), so aware that they are opposing the trend. 

However, given the students’ maturity and their acceptance of traditional family values, 

we should acknowledge earlier literature that talks of ‘the deeply-rooted guilt of not 

being there yourself to provide the care’, and ‘raised levels of anxiety’ upon separation 

(Price, 1988, pp. 84, 88) and also of the coercive nature of political influence. 

Societies go through phases of wanting their mothers to be at home with their children, 
and find many ways of pressurising the women into whatever is deemed socially 
desirable. (ibid, p.89) 

There is a possibility that their actions are ‘conditioned’ by values inculcated earlier 

(which would be a form of adaptive preference) but it is more likely that they are 

balancing their multiple commitments. Some academic sources suggest that moves 

towards gender equality in society have been overstated and this may limit the options 

available to the women. Vincent summarized the salient points in 2000 (pp. 26, 27) 

citing Reay’s (1998) claim that the term ‘parental’ ‘glosses over maternal responsibility’ 

and suggests a joint involvement of fathers not always evident on the ground; restating 

David’s (1993) argument that maternal employment has increased the responsibilities 

inherent in motherhood; and referring to evidence that even in ‘dual earner households’ 

responsibility for providing or finding childcare falls predominately on the mother 

(Brannan & Moss, 1991; Vincent & Ball, 1999; both in Vincent, 2000). Working in 

childcare, as my research shows, is one way of dealing with ‘maternal responsibility’ 

whilst allowing the possibility of personal growth, and meeting the expectation of 

contributing to the family income. It would appear that the students are making choices 

from ‘co-realisable capabilities’ (Williams, 1987, p.100), in other words, from within 

their capability set. 
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Desire for social acceptance 

There is evidence within this research project that, in addition to those who work in pre-

school to develop their employability, there are others seeking a sense of belonging in 

the community and this aspect requires further theoretical exploration. The 

conceptualization of ‘integrated lives’ foregrounds family, workplace and educational 

setting as the main loci for social interaction and this is in keeping with the overall tenor 

of the interviews. It is important, however, to recognize that this is not the entire story. 

Family and work matters blend seamlessly into community concerns, a transition that is 

helped by the social nature of early years work, particularly in the voluntary sector. The 

Diploma course, being vocationally oriented and having a focus on young children and 

their needs, creates an additional indirect link between education and the community. 

Theoretically, the connections to the wider community frame the integrated triangle, 

reinforcing the linkages and further increasing its stability. Perhaps, after further 

investigation there would be a case for enclosing the integrated triangle within a circle 

labelled community (see appendix 8b) but this additional layer has not been adequately 

investigated within the current research project. 

Social capital 

Work on both the benefits of education (eg: Schuller, Preston, Hammond, Brasset-

Grundy & Bynner, 2004) and on social capital (eg: Putnam, 2000; Halpern, 2005; 

Baron, Field & Schuller, 2000) suggests the two are connected, and this creates an 

expectation that former students would be motivated to run voluntary organizations, to 

enter local politics or to join community groups. Initially, the very limited evidence of 

any such subsequent involvement suggested that the results were out of line with 

expectations. However, as with the exploration of integrated lives, adopting a deeper 

and more holistic approach made visible a fuller interpretation. ‘Integration’ was a 

fundamental aspect of the social capital discussion. The ‘community’ element of the 

students’ lives was so embedded as to be almost invisible during the interviews. 

Nevertheless comments about drifting into pre-school, working alongside their children, 

and being active on committees prior to being offered work all demonstrate a high level 

of community involvement as do volunteering in school and caring for other peoples’ 

children. Altruistic and status reasons for staying in childcare, a minimal concern about 

rates of pay, fuzzy boundaries between paid and unpaid work also suggest that the job is 

seen as an extension of community service. Indeed Putnam (2000, p.117) devotes an 



                                                                                                                              
 

         

        

 

          

            

            

             

         

        

           

       

 

               

          

       

         

          

          

            

            

       

              

           

             

           

             

           

          

            

      

           

          

       

195 Chapter 8: Everyday lives 

entire chapter to altruism, volunteering and philanthropy claiming that ‘any assessment 

of trends in social capital’ must consider these areas.  

Some students, notably D34 and B18 made very clear statements about the importance 

of community particularly in relation to local schools and E62’s views about a colleague 

who ‘expected to be paid for everything’ also demonstrated a blurring of boundaries. I 

think, therefore it is reasonable to deduce that the students were heavily involved in the 

development and maintenance of social capital within their local communities but 

achieved this through their family and workplace connections. Thus, community 

networks are important but not of primary significance. They are actually mediated 

through other aspects of the integrated lives triangle. 

In chapter 7, I used the term ‘social meshing’ to describe the cohesive role of the 

Diploma, seeing my findings as too fine-grained to merit an identification with a 

conventional interpretation of social capital. However, I recognize that my analysis 

could support an alternative, gendered, micro-level construction of social capital (after 

Portes, 1998), counteracting the trend within the policy field of privileging its potential 

for macro- and meso-level analysis (Kawachi and colleagues; in Halpern, 2005). 

Reviewing the contested nature of social capital Halpern (ibid, p.18) supports a multi-

level usage but the concept differs, too, in terms of outlook. The Wider Benefits of 

Learning project (Schuller, Preston, Hammond, Brasset-Grundy & Bynner, 2004) 

regards it as a positive indicator of educational outcomes but for others the story of civic 

participation is one of ‘social capital lost’ (eg: Putnam, 2000; in Edwards, 2004), 

perhaps because such work pays little attention to the processes operating at the micro-

level where, women, in particular, are actively creating and strengthening local ties. In 

their failure to engage at the level of family, conventional discussions of social capital 

may ignore a range of gendered and generational inegalities between and within 

families that are both ‘troubling presences and absences’ (Edwards, 2004, pp.4-5). In 

contrast to social capital, the capability approach is ethically (but not ontologically or 

methodologically) ‘individualistic’ (Robeyns, 2008) so, perhaps, better able to 

recognize both individual needs and the relational contexts in which they are enmeshed. 

Certainly, in privileging the way that policy currently affects individuals over the 

‘aggregated benefits’ for ‘whole society’ or ‘future generations’ (Unterhalter, 2007a, 



                                                                                                                              
 

           

    

 

 

          

             

          

         

         

            

           

     

 

         

           

              

            

            

             

           

            

             

            

           

          

          

          

          

          

 
 

   
 

           

               

196 Chapter 8: Everyday lives 

p.97), or the family as an entity, the capability approach constitutes a relevant 

framework for the current study. 

Capability approach 

I further value the capability approach as this provides an additional theoretical 

framework to underpin the stability of the students’ lives, for it would appear that the 

triple triangle of integrated lives actually defines the parameters of the childcare 

students’ capability set, showing how their lives are orchestrated within the local 

community. Indeed, the harmony between the familial, vocational and educational 

contexts may arise because in living ‘integrated lives’ the students are choosing co-

realizable possibilities from within a gendered capability set and making decisions that 

keep the different elements in balance. 

Sen (1999, p.75) defines the capability set as ‘the alternative functioning combinations 

from which this person can choose’ stressing that this represents the person’s ‘freedom 

to achieve’. Thus a capability set describes the possibilities open to an individual, and as 

part of this process must clarify the connections between options for some may be 

achievable in tandem and some may be mutually incompatible necessitating a choice of 

one or the other. Others may require a compromise, more of one necessitating less of 

another. Each individual will have a unique capability set but in more general terms, 

groups of people with shared characteristics may have sets in common, and I believe 

this is the case for the cohort of childcare workers. The integrated lives triangle defines 

the boundaries of their collective capability set, providing a ‘real life’ example of the 

capability approach in action. Later, in chapter 9 we shall explore this connection 

further, setting out the possible functionings the students can achieve, most visibly the 

range of outcomes described by the typologies of sampler, stager, settler, switcher and 

step-upper. Thus the capability approach expands the possible explanatory scope of the 

integrated lives triangle and the data in general, and reciprocally the theoretical 

conclusions from this research will assist in operationalizing the capability approach. 

LIVING IN A SLOWLY SHIFTING PRESENT 

So far we have seen that the integrated lives triangle supports stasis in the students’ 

lives, creating a stable space in which to enjoy the present and tend to the needs of their 
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children whilst developing and maintaining a degree of participation beyond the family 

boundary. However, despite the focus on the present, the students are closely 

monitoring their decisions and adjusting their lives to match the pace of their children’s 

development, allowing an element of manageable change into their current life plans. 

Indeed the notion of stasis implies constant readjustment, change in a controlled way, 

and points to an ecological model that rebalances itself whenever movement occurs 

within the system. Even when findings run counter to social expectations, real world 

research must acknowledge that individual lives are played out in a social context and 

the concept of ‘transitional spaces’ offers a framework within which to consider the 

significance of localized changes captured in the data. 

Transition and growth 

Personal growth is a maturational process requiring time for development and, for these 

women, one apparently achieved in parallel to the growth of their children. Rapid 

advances, consequent upon the policy ‘hysteria’ (Stronach & MacLure, 1997) of the 

current century disturb but do not necessarily displace embedded processes and 

practices that follow a biological rhythm. For the students, the focus on the ‘present’ is 

not a denial of change or progress, rather an acceptance that this can be allowed to 

happen organically at a human pace.  

Whilst intrinsically important, early years education is traditionally a transitional stage 

for children bridging the gap between the home and school, the children’s private and 

public spheres. Voluntary attendance at pre-schools or nurseries accustoms children to 

life outside the immediate family in a play-oriented and informal environment where 

social rules exist but are flexibly enforced (Schaffer, 1996). The current research 

findings suggest that early years settings serve a similar transitional function for many 

women, offering a developmental space between caring in the home and working 

outside of the family, and with education, supporting the change from ‘instinctive’ carer 

to ‘professional’ worker. As for the children, the childcare settings offer the women a 

safe space in which to gain experience, confidence, skills and, additionally, a reason for 

seeking an externally recognized qualification. The Diploma course, too, affords 

students a secure experience of life beyond the local community, a chance to rehearse 

an involvement with the wider world. Students clearly needed peer support to meet such 

a new challenge as they talked at length about being in an adult group, being in the 
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‘same boat’ and coming with or newly making a close friend. The detailed way in 

which they could recall minutiae like who sat where, who smoked during breaks, who 

travelled with whom and the ease with which their peers studied, demonstrated too the 

infrastructural importance of the class as a support mechanism.  

That students so often drifted from parent to volunteer to assistant, implies that 

positioning the pre-school as a transitional space is a credible idea and this in turn 

contributes to an understanding of how stable family lives move imperceptibly forward 

in real time. This challenges a simplistic interpretation of the role of parents in ‘bringing 

up’ their children for we can now view this as an intergenerational process with 

children’s natural rate of growth and development reciprocally affecting the pace of 

parental development too.  

For many women role adaptation occurs indiscernibly but for some, those who entered 

childcare specifically to avoid separation from their own children (A10 for example), 

the process is much more visible requiring a change of attitude. However, many women 

who choose to work with children in order to care for their own children doubly avoid 

cognitive dissonance so the psychological benefits can be considerable. They are able to 

‘be there’ for their own children but also to adjust the pace of life to give the children 

time to explore and question and learn new things at a rate that allows assimilation. 

Indeed, despite the need to balance multiple roles, the students could be described as 

living in a slowly shifting present, at a pace that matches child development rather than 

the externalized rate of change imposed by government policy initiatives. This gives a 

‘time-out’ feel to the students’ lives that is captured quite accurately in the 

‘occupational’ typology where the categories of sampler, stager, settler, switcher and 

step-upper all capture the notion of ‘transition’ by exploring the (im)permanent nature 

of childcare work in many lives. On the down side, perhaps it is the transitional nature 

of early years settings together with the workforce’s ambivalence towards change that 

perpetuates the sector’s continuing marginality. 

Bridging and bonding in social capital theory 

Social capital theory also contributes to an explanation for the localized change evident 

within the research findings, specifically the transient nature of friendships made on the 

Diploma course. Despite settling very quickly, and displaying a high level of 
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congeniality within the classroom, few made lasting friendships. They talked about ‘life 

moving on’ and being very busy people but this does not fully explain how successive 

cohorts so easily lost touch when the course finished.  

A study of social capital as a multi-level concept does, however, offer a possible 

explanation for this finding. Halpern (2005) traces the development of notions of 

‘bonding’ and bridging’, using Putnam’s definition of the former as ‘inward looking’ 

and reinforcing ‘homogeneous groups’, the latter as ‘outward looking’ and 

encompassing people ‘across diverse social cleavages’. Colloquially Putnam refers to 

these as ‘superglue’ and ‘WD-40’. Halpern and Putnam both believe that people who 

are high in one form of capital are high in the other too: having close friendships and 

professional networks supports the development of further association. A micro-level 

perspective views each woman as closely bonded to others in her local community 

through her involvement in the workplace. On enrolling on the Diploma, she represents 

her community in the wider sphere. She develops bridging networks with the other 

students, acting as a conduit for information and point of contact for interaction between 

the communities1. Therefore, as bonding begets bridging, it makes theoretical sense that 

students enrolling on a childcare course and with a strong background in community 

involvement would rapidly form a supportive group ethos. 

Halpern (ibid, p.22) refers to other (unspecified) research, and specifically a report by 

Burt (2002) that demonstrates that ‘bridging social capital has been found to decay at a 

much faster rate than bonding social capital’ supporting a view that in a situation where 

close community ties exist, new networks may be of less long-term significance. 

Indeed, Bourdieu himself believed that social capital needs to be continually worked at 

to endure (1997-1986; in Edwards, 2004, p.6). Together, these factors help to explain 

the rapid decline of course-based friendships once the course is over. Thus, I am 

arguing that the tightness of the integrated triangles precludes a need to maintain other 

networks. Friendship, like community, lies outside of the core triangle of family, 

workplace and class and within the educational apex stays within the course framework, 

a situation probably reinforced by the busy lives the women lead that make additional 

1 This sense of distanced-connectedness is typified by F82’s comment ‘you get to feel more comfortable 
going into these courses because there always seem to be familiar faces’ or A10’s ‘I knew that I could 
pick up the phone to somebody ... I knew that somebody would be there’. 
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involvements difficult to maintain. I accept that living within traditional family 

structures, the women have other ties that take precedence over new friendships, but 

unlike Fukuyama (2001, p.11; in Edwards, 2004, p.14) I do not see pre-occupation with 

the family as ‘excessive individualism’ or as prohibitive of wider relationships and 

consequently of economic growth (1995; in Edwards, 2004, p.14). Arguments around 

family structures and economic prosperity are too complex to allow such specific causal 

attribution and to treat the family as a closed unit disregards its role in freeing the male 

for engagement in the public sphere (a freedom that amplifies gender inequalities). 

Returning to the bridging/bonding analysis, I am aware that this completely ignores any 

work on the part of the tutor to build a good classroom ethos. However, on reflection I 

decided that a great deal of my effort is expended on a small number of students and 

that in many instances it is the new staff and volunteers that are isolated. I used to think 

it was lack of experience in childcare work that led these students to struggle but now 

ponder subtler causes relating to their lack of prior involvement in a childcare 

community, an absence of background bonding opportunities that makes it less easy for 

them to settle in the group. Certainly, within the study cohort it was the relative 

newcomers to the sector who were marginalized within the classroom, with students 

like I134 and I143 forming an isolated sub-group. 

CONCEPTUALIZING INSTABILITY 

Despite representing stasis, the triple triangle offers an additional explanation of the 

mechanics of change; one that relates to the sudden decision to act after a long period of 

deliberation even ‘dis-ease’, a pattern often visible in the data. The triangle is a flexible 

ecological model but very stable in form. The different contexts are quite tightly 

interlocked and it takes serious or coincidental changes to cause a student to break out 

of this capability set and leave the sector entirely. Nevertheless, as in any natural 

system, changes in any one area require the entire system to readjust. Major financial 

changes, marital break up, children leaving home, severely unpleasant working 

conditions - or possibly major policy initiatives from government - upset the status quo. 

When these occur singly they normatively create a directional shift rather than 

threatening the overall structure. When two coincide for an individual the situation is 

more serious and more significant changes may result. A triangle can withstand pressure 
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on one of its points but multiple stress factors affecting additional points may 

destabilize it. 

Although this was providential rather than intentional, my use of free association 

interviewing techniques frequently tested this hypothesis. When an explanation did not 

seem sufficient to explain a significant change, gentle probing often established an 

additional or different reason behind decisions, offering a more likely explanation. It is 

this additional ‘trigger’ that usually precipitated a decision to act. For example, I137 

was leaving childcare because of her frequent miscarriages (a family reason) but 

initially claimed she disliked aspects of the work. C25 disclosed marital problems that 

coincided with stress in the workplace that she had tolerated for ten years, explaining a 

decision to move on. D44 ostensibly chose agency work because it suited her family 

commitments, but admits, when prompted, to having two negative appraisals in the 

workplace. Other students coped with one area of instability by making mild 

readjustments to their life decisions, simply realigning their choices. 

We can surmise that yet others, those who failed to enrol or dropped out early in the 

process never managed to establish a stable triangle. This is not something that I 

investigated on the ground but further research into instability could be an interesting 

follow-up study, one that could be extended to consider the impact on the sector for I 

believe, too, that the triple triangle has some explanatory significance for childcare 

settings. Early years groups, particularly those in the voluntary sector, become 

vulnerable when staff are faced with multiple stress factors. One person’s decision to 

leave the group when her triangle becomes destabilized, can become a secondary stress 

factor for colleagues, causing them also to leave and further destabilizing the group. In 

the voluntary sector in particular, early years settings depend upon unpaid management 

committees and poorly paid staff; people giving freely of their time. The settings’ 

management structures are ill-designed to withstand crises in staff lives and I have 

noticed over the years that groups are often very settled for long periods, even resistant 

to change, but then suddenly face a major upheaval, losing several staff and reforming 

themselves. 

Thus, looking beyond the family boundary, the integrated lives model offers a partial 

explanation of change and stasis in the childcare sector too, explaining how early years 
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settings that are superficially stable are actually very vulnerable and can destabilize 

rapidly.  

Discussion 

In this, the first of two chapters bringing findings and theoretical frameworks together 

several significant connections have been made. The initial aim of the thesis was to 

examine the ‘private’ world of the student not the ‘public’ world of education and the 

findings indicate that this was achieved and that at the local level the students were 

concerned with their own ‘beings’ and ‘doings’, focusing on their families, their work 

and their courses, and making choices that create stability in a rapidly changing world.  

The relationship between these aspects is conceptualized theoretically as a triple triangle 

underpinning integrated lives, a model that explains how the women seek to balance 

their needs and obligations as parent, worker and student. The women’s choices are 

made in a gendered context: they choose their options carefully setting the demands of 

children and partners against their own needs; to be purposeful, to have some degree of 

financial and emotional independence, and to leave doors ajar for future developments 

without unsettling the present. Some require the reparative function of education to 

make good the past. A few are contemplating, even planning prospectively for, future 

change. For most, their interest is durative, maintaining a lifestyle that moves at a 

realistic pace, one in parallel with their children’s maturation. The desire to foreground 

familial needs at every stage of the educational and vocational decision-making process 

is a choice the students make, not an obligation they cannot avoid but one that may, in 

part, be socially conditioned.  

Searching for the mechanisms that help maintain this ‘almost’ stasis, and explain the 

students’ decisions to enter and stay in the childcare sector, I considered a range of 

psychological and social theories but recognize that the notion of balance is elegantly 

captured by a simpler conceptualization, that of ‘greedy institutions’. Cognitive 

dissonance offered a contributory supportive framework based on psychological ease 

but the concept of adaptive preference was only minimally relevant, demonstrating that 

these women enjoy very different lives to those of their counterparts in the developing 
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world. Like women in developing countries, the students’ lives are contained within and 

controlled by traditional patterns of family organization for their study patterns are 

marginalized and great care is taken not to disrupt the family home or timetable. Their 

decisions are elective, however, rather than imposed, their range of choices far greater, 

but they still seek outcomes that are bounded by other people’s needs, demonstrating 

the importance of ‘connectedness’ to women. 

Social capital theory offers supporting evidence for the maintenance of stasis, but also 

an explanation for the short-lived friendships within the groups thereby supporting the 

notion of transience too. For children the process of socialization is also one of 

transience and a parallel is drawn between the early years’ settings’ function for young 

children and for their carers, suggesting that settings offer a safe space for small-scale, 

manageable change and contribute to an intergenerational explanation of the pace of 

change. Gender issues too, are seen as relevant, underpinning the women’s decisions at 

every stage and their willingness to stay within an extended domestic sphere that 

predefines the scope and type of negotiations and compromises in their lives. 

This chapter is about choice, agency and identity in a specific context: themes not 

unexpected in a theoretical discussion that eventually relates to the capability approach. 

It is also about stasis and change in people’s lives, exploring how they balance 

competing demands to create a ‘slowly shifting present’ in which to live, and warning 

how external forces can undermine this stability causing the triple triangle to collapse 

dramatically under undue pressure, destabilizing individual lives and possibly having a 

secondary effect on associated childcare settings. Thus it considers factors that are 

fundamentally important to both individuals and to groups within society, contributing 

to an understanding of the ‘here and now’ of living, leaving chapter 9 to extend the 

time-scale and to consider progression over the life-course. 



 

 
 

 
          

          

              

          

         

            

          

       

             

           

      

  

 

              

           

             

           

                

         

           

              

               

           

          

           

 

 
 

  
 

          

         

Chapter 9 

PROGRESSION THROUGH THE LIFE-COURSE 

Accounts of adult education commonly associate this with life change, particularly in 

higher education where enrolment on a degree course represents a serious commitment 

in terms of time, cost and effort, perhaps less so in further education where ongoing 

training is more common. Certainly the qualitative analyses of women’s education 

predating this research deal with life change, describing students overcoming past 

traumas (Parr, 2000), learning new ways of participating in the world (Belenky et al, 

1986) or seeking new opportunities beyond their domestic lives (Rosalind Edwards, 

1993; Pascall & Cox, 1993; Merrill, 1999). Education has an implicit transformative 

function in these accounts. Such studies differ in their consideration of time but the HE 

framework encourages a focus on changes during a defined period of study, and 

consequent upon graduation. Biographical approaches enliven, deepen and 

contextualize the accounts. 

In this research project, time is less neatly framed. The emphasis is on the relationship 

between the individual and education throughout the life-course, with education seen to 

play a recurrent but not necessarily a dominant role. The approach to time is continuous 

and this can be seen in the emergent theorization: the students seeking connections and 

stasis in their lives, with many using education to fit them for the work they are already 

doing rather than seeking new ventures and opportunities. Quite coincidentally, but 

possibly influentially, time also achieved greater significance through the nature of the 

sample and the way the research was carried out. The data had an inbuilt longitudinal 

base as it was culled from students taught over a ten-year period, and the decision to 

adopt a narrative approach to interviewing encouraged students to share their personal 

histories. That this strategy was introduced to encourage conversational depth and to 

minimize researcher bias is of secondary importance: here, what matters is what 

actually happened. 

Reviewing the analytical framework 

The decision to sort the data into expectations, practices, and consequences imposed an 

additional linear order strengthening a characteristic already underpinning it, and 
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leading to a recognition that, for individual students, education does indeed serve, 

reparative, durative and prospective purposes. These functions were clearly present in 

the data and have been discussed in relation to particular students in earlier chapters. I 

have referred on several occasions to the impact of Polkinghorne’s (1995) 

dichotomization of narrative and thematic analysis and how, after an initial focus on 

narrative analysis, I worked on both practices simultaneously using one approach 

iteratively to inform the other. Whether to lead the analytical presentation with the 

typologies or the themes was much debated with the decision made for practical reasons 

as starting with the typologies permitted reference to them within the thematic chapters 

when relevant: there was no intention to treat either analytical style preferentially. 

However, the narrative analysis was vitally important, for, in making visible the 

typologies, I became aware that I had developed an indicator of agency (in the attitudes 

of accepter, agonizer, accumulater and asserter) and one representing outcomes 

(sampler, stager, settler, switcher and step-upper). These occupational categories I, very 

importantly, came to recognize as indicators of functionings, the capabilities that the 

students have chosen and achieved. They also offer a means of identifying the degree 

of involvement in the profession, as in the order of listing above, they demonstrate a 

progressive increase in commitment to childcare work. Although used in a static way in 

this thesis to identify a student’s current status, they potentially offer an (imperfect) 

means of recognizing change. New starters (possibly a category preceding sampler) 

could be described as moving up the hierarchy as their promotion or achievement of 

higher-level qualifications evidences greater commitment and/or permanence. 

Recasting the outcome typologies as an array of achievable functionings gave them a 

new theoretical significance. It became possible to view students’ characteristics and 

achievements as factors or stages in the creation of capabilities and their conversion to 

functionings, introducing a dynamic element into the analysis, and demonstrating its 

cumulative nature. In many cases a capability was developed and turned into a 

functioning and this then became an extended capability capable of further conversion. 

Indeed, the integrated lives scenarios described at the end of chapter 7 could now be re-

analysed in these terms. To give one example, E62 turned her potential to relate to 

people (a capability) into a skill and worked successfully as a carer (a functioning). A 

negative factor (an abusive husband) caused a second negative factor to develop (mental 

illness). Mental illness created a reduced capability but this could also possibly be 



                                                                                                                                   
 

           

         

           

            

       

            

  

 

            

           

               

        

         

       

          

            

              

               

          

         

              

            

             

           

     

 

         

            

           

             

           

                

          

           

206 Chapter 9: Life course 

construed as a negative functioning, an area that Sen’s theorization does not really 

discuss, only the psychological concepts of adaptive preference or mental conditioning 

that have a broader sweep and more permanent application. Recovering, and taking up 

work in a pre-school (a new functioning) E62 later became a teaching assistant working 

with special needs children. This final functioning cumulatively converted the function 

of carer and the function of pre-school worker into the more specialized functioning of 

special needs assistant. 

Thinking in such ‘mechanical’ terms caused me to reconsider other aspects of the data. 

Relating the narrative analyses to the thematic approach was revealing recurrent issues 

in the material, over and above the variety in the detail. I became aware of the bigger 

structures, commonalities to which the majority of interviewees made reference. When 

recounting their life stories, students tended to mention the same factors: background 

characteristics, family support, schooling and, repeatedly, the importance of earlier 

educational experiences in determining their ability to achieve, their inclination to study 

further, and their confidence to return to education as adults. Despite their individuality 

there was a consistency to the subjects that arose in the interviews and that students felt 

influenced their later decisions and options and I could hear for myself, in the tone of 

their voices and fluency of narration, those early situations or experiences that they still 

held accountable for future achievement or lack of it. Additionally, there were some 

factors that were less common but very important to those students for whom they were 

relevant. For instance, the majority of the students took health for granted but for those 

who had experienced physical trauma, notably D44 and H112, and those who had lived 

with psychological incapacity, E62, H113, and H112 again, health was a also a 

significant factor in the decision-making process. 

Collectively, the students were identifying a number of variables (hereafter described as 

capability indicators), the identification of which would enable me to link the life-

course to the capability framework; bringing an element of analysis over continuous 

time into the thesis. This framework would also facilitate a degree of comparison across 

complex and individualized narrative data normally treated as unique. (In practice I had 

found a more meaningful way of doing what I had tried and discarded as too complex at 

the start of the analysis, see appendices 3m, 3n & 3o). The intention behind this 

technique was to gain a greater understanding of how students achieve different levels 



                                                                                                                                   
 

           

           

           

      

               

          

            

             

   

 

             

            

           

            

          

          

           

              

              

           

   

 

              

              

           

          

            

           

             

           

             

         

            

              

207 Chapter 9: Life course 

of functioning, using the occupational typologies as an array of choices that the student 

can make within the vocational sphere (a statement drawing attention to hierarchical 

levels of choice within capability sets). We have discussed already how the 

occupational typologies can be construed as successive with some students progressing 

from one status to another over time but they can also be seen as alternative choices as 

individuals can enter the profession at different levels dependent upon their background 

experience and qualification, a contradiction on paper that I believe causes no problems 

in practice as we are only ‘indicating’ the different ways that people achieve different 

functionings not measuring this. 

Revisiting the narratives I decided the list of capability indicators should reflect the key 

elements of the life-course commonly referred to by the majority, most notably relating 

to compulsory education, to educational achievement and to job status. In drawing up 

these indicators I was continuing to ensure that the data shaped the decisions, but the 

researcher needed a background understanding of the social sciences in order to 

recognize the salient characteristics and be able to identify significant gaps. Six 

indicators seemed relevant: A - class; B - familial support; C - experience within 

compulsory education; D - level of current qualification; E - job status (as a proxy for 

seniority, pay and status; approximating to reward); and F - health. The next step was to 

find ways of identifying levels within each indicator, the creation of simple ordinal 

values to facilitate comparison. 

At this point I must digress to explain the strengths and limitations of this process to 

avoid any inference that I am attempting to quantify or make predictions from the data. 

My interest lies in understanding the processes described and in facilitating comparison 

of individual life stories not in interval measurement or the establishment of causal 

connections. The inductive derivation of the research findings is both a strength and a 

weakness in this context: their unsought nature grants them an inherent credibility but 

also results in gaps and inconsistencies within the data that might have been avoided 

had specific information been deliberately pursued. At best the data coverage would be 

patchy given the retrospective nature of the application and the flexibility in content of 

the individual interviews. This, however, need not impair the theorizing merely the 

opportunity to test and improve upon the ideas. Another researcher wanting to extend 

this approach would need to collect data for a larger sample in a more formal fashion 



                                                                                                                                   
 

           

             

       

 
 

  
 

              

          

         

              

            

              

          

          

         

             

             

    

 

          

               

           

          

              

           

           

             

             

             

 

         

         

         

208 Chapter 9: Life course 

and would possibly start to modify the categories after an initial analysis; actions 

beyond the scope and intent of this thesis. My concern is simply to identify the 

indicators, create the scales, and begin the process of comparison. 

Identifying capability indicators 

Class and ethnicity must have a role to play in determining individual capability, but as 

the background questionnaire data revealed that my interviews only included two 

students from non-white backgrounds, I had to treat ethnicity as an additional 

complicating factor at this early stage of analysis as data from two people is insufficient 

for any form of generalization. As I did not actively seek information about class 

background, not anticipating a need for this level of detail, I was loathe to use more than 

the simplest categorization and think that it is sufficient to classify students into 

working, lower middle, and upper middle class using comments about parental working 

habits: manual, clerical, and professional/ managerial. For my purposes these can be 

coded simply as 1, 2, and 3 and I can immediately identify B21 as category 1, A9 as 

category 2 and A1 as typically category 3, as without more specific data a more 

complex classification might be misleading.  

Additional relevant family information must include some indication of the measure of 

support that the family gave the child. In the current study I have only the information 

that students chose to reveal. The analysis shows that most were surprisingly frank 

about their childhoods allowing a simple dyadic classification into supportive or not. At 

this stage I prefer not to use the label abusive even though several students told stories 

that suggested this possibility, nor will I differentiate between levels of positive input 

although there are hints that some well-meaning parents were ineffective in providing 

the support that the children would have liked whereas others offered a wide range of 

cultural capital. For simplicity these categories can be labelled -1 (for negative input) or 

+1 (for positive input). I137 would be labelled -1, C25’s mother was significantly a +1 

type. 

Educational experiences are more complex and I sought an expert classification. 

Bernstein’s (2003) framework for attitudes to schooling supported a ranking of 

students’ prior level of educational engagement. Bernstein used instrumental and 



                                                                                                                                   
 

            

        

            

         

       

             

         

          

            

           

          

   

 

                 

              

           

         

 

           

        

             

           

                

          

 

              

             

   

 

             

              

       

         

            

209 Chapter 9: Life course 

expressive ‘means’ and ‘ends’ to identify (with a neutral or indifferent category) five 

levels. The alienated rejected both the instrumental and expressive purposes of 

education seeing them as no value in themselves, nor as means to achieving specific 

goals. The estranged quite enjoyed education but made few instrumental gains, more 

simply, achieved very few qualifications. Conversely the detached disliked the 

educational process but saw its purpose and strove to study and qualify but with 

minimal involvement in school activities. The committed both enjoyed and saw the 

purpose of achieving at school, pursuing both instrumental and expressive ends. For 

simplicity these positions too can be labelled from 1 (alienated) through to 5 

(committed) with 3 as neutral. E67 was a typical category 1, H112 typifies category 2, 

G104’s reaction to school was somewhat neutral, whereas F91 was a definite type 4, A1 

a typical type 5. 

Contemporary level indicators in education 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 (7 and 8, if relevant) and also 

0 for those who dropped out of school, can be used to indicate a student’s qualification 

status, her educational achievement prior to returning to adult education. (The academic 

pathways diagram, in appendix 5b, identifies these categories for all interviewees). 

Current job status can also be added to the structure with 1 identifying volunteers and 

unemployed; 2 assistants and non-professional levels; 3 supervisors and room leaders, 4 

deputies or overall managers, and 5 step-uppers to senior positions whether in or out of 

childcare. This division, in distinguishing between levels 3 and 4, is finer-graded than 

the one used in the chapter 4 appendices for the entire cohort of 150 but this is possible 

for the interviewees as I have far more material for them. 

Health is also a factor that must be considered. This is often assumed for the majority 

(+1) but a significant factor for those, like H112 and D44 whose options have been 

capped by its absence (-1). 

Thus for any individual student it is possible to produce a set of indicators that represent 

different capabilities (see table 9.1) available at key points in their lives, and thereby to 

make some comparisons between students and their specified functionings. In their 

current unrefined state indicators are summative overviews deriving from student recall 

at the time of the interview and not yet distinguishing between different incidences, so,  



                                                                                                                                   
 

    
 

 
   

   
   

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
      
 

 
 

     
     

  
  
   
  

    
 

 
 

 
  

   
    

    
 

      
     
  

 
 

 
  

   
   

 
  

 
  

 
 

     
 

 
 

 
  

  

 
 

 
  

   

 
 

210 Chapter 9: Life course 

Table 9.1: Capability indicators 

Indicator Range/rank Descriptive Label 

A. Class 1-3 1. Manual 
2. Clerical 
3. Professional/managerial 

B. Familial support -1 +1 -1 Negative 
+1 Positive 

C. Compulsory educational 
experience 

1-5 1. Alienated 
2. Estranged 
3. Indifferent 
4. Detached 
5. Committed 

D. Qualification level 0-7 0. No qualifications 
1. Entry level 
2. O level/GSCE 
3. A level 
4. Degree yr 1 (certificate) 
5. Degree yr 2 (diploma) 
6. Degree yr 3 (honours) 
7. Postgraduate 

E. Job status 1-5 1. Volunteer/unemployed 
2. Assistant/non-professional 
3. Supervisor/room leader   
4. Deputy/manager 
5. Senior manager 

F. Health -1 +1 -1 Negative 
+1 Positive 

G. Attitudinal typology 1-4 1. Accepter  
2. Agonizer   
3. Accumulater  
4. Asserter 

H. Occupational typology 1-5 1. Sampler  
2. Stager 
3. Settler   
4. Switcher  
5. Step-upper 



                                                                                                                                   
 

           

          

               

 

 

              

             

         

          

           

             

           

             

 

 
 

  
 

             

             

           

 

  

         

 

         

         

          

         

          

         

   

 

211 Chapter 9: Life course 

for example, poor health could have been experienced in childhood, adolescence or 

adulthood; perhaps continually throughout the life course. However, in this thesis there 

is no intention of taking the capability chains out of their narrative context so this is not 

a significant problem.  

Included in the table but different in kind are the rankings for the attitudinal categories, 

proxies for agency that I see as serving a catalytic function, influencing the degree and 

pace of achievement. The occupational typologies, which in this analysis represent the 

outcomes or functionings, appear in the same table. However, it should be remembered 

that these are conclusive statements about the student’s relation to the childcare sector 

after mediation by the other categories, so are different in kind, too. For ease of 

reference, indicators are labelled A to H, so A to F are contributory characteristics, G 

are indicators of agency, and H are the summative outcomes at the time of analysis, the 

achievable functionings. 

Creating capability chains 

We now have, a list of indicators applicable to each student. Each indicator can be 

ranked (with minus values or 1 being the lowest) giving each student a unique set of 

codes that can be displayed quite simply as a linear, or capability, chain as below. 

ID A B C D E F G H 

So delineating students’ characteristics, creates a simple, and I must stress, non-

quantified means of abstracting achievement from incommensurable narrative data to 

facilitate comparison. The attribution of numerical codes is to allow ranking of 

categories not to suggest measurable values. This is simply a device for at-a-glance 

comparison of formative influences, to allow salient distinctions to stand out. The 

numbers can be converted to block diagrams facilitating visual presentation, thereby 

strengthening their immediate impact. 



                                                                                                                                   
 

            

            

           

 

 

 

         

        

        

        

        

        

        

 

 

 

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

 

 

 

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

 

212 Chapter 9: Life course 

With this process student data can be compared and contrasted without resorting to re-

reading the narratives. To give an example, see the capability chains below for three 

step-uppers, Al, A8 and B21, respectively an accepter, an accumulater, and an asserter. 

A1 A B C D E F G H 

3 +1 5 6 5 +1 1 5 

+6 xxxxxxx 

+5 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+4 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+3 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+2 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+1 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

-1 

A8 A B C D E F G H 

2 0 2 3 5 +1 3 5 

+6 

+5 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+4 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+3 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+2 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+1 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

-1 

B21 A B C D E F G H 

1 0 5 3 5 +1 4 5 

+6 

+5 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+4 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+3 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+2 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+1 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

-1 



                                                                                                                                   
 

            

           

            

            

           

             

          

      

 

             

         

            

               

          

         

     

 

            

         

        

              

               

           

            

              

 

            

            

              

  

 

            

               

213 Chapter 9: Life course 

Using this device we can see how the three step-uppers only have their final status and 

positive health in common. They started life differently advantaged as they came from 

across the three social class categories, but they all had neutral or positive childhoods. 

We can see that A1 experienced the most supported childhood as she was upper middle 

class, actively encouraged by her parents, had a positive educational experience and was 

allowed to study to degree level (see chapter 4). This pattern of relative prosperity and 

success perhaps explains her accepter stance: she had no need to strive to succeed but 

could wait to see what opportunities arose naturally.  

A8, on the other hand was from a lower middle class background, was estranged at 

school (academic potential suppressed to avoid being bullied), achieved some level 3 

qualifications in the tertiary sector and decided later to achieve her potential. Lacking a 

high level of family support at this stage, she enrolled on a series of courses until she 

slowly attained a level of qualification commensurate with her abilities and developing 

aspirations. This again seems a logical pattern of behaviours for someone of her 

background, identified earlier as an accumulater. 

In comparison, B21 had a greater social distance (Boudon, 1973/4) to travel and did so 

by actively manipulating the environment to make good her disadvantage, 

demonstrating very distinctive asserter characteristics throughout her adult years. She 

told us (see chapter 4) that her parents were working class (section A) and unqualified 

and that she negotiated their agreement to an education to ‘A’ level but knew that to 

continue into higher education would be impossible. She talked about her enjoyment of 

school and recognition of its instrumental value (so is classed as committed in section 

C) and has argued, earned and manipulated her way to a position of authority in the 

workplace.  

The patterns of behaviour (or agency) adopted by each of these three students make 

perfect sense when viewed alongside the other capabilities already in their sets. In order 

to test the connections further I am going to study the remaining two step-uppers to see 

what attributes they possessed. 

F82, came from an advantaged background and was sent to a catholic school. Her level 

of family support is classed as neutral as her mother both intervened in her education in 



                                                                                                                                   
 

            

        

 

 

 

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

 

             

         

            

          

             

          

          

            

            

            

               

 

 

 

        

       

       

       

       

       

        

 

214 Chapter 9: Life course 

the early stages and neglected to follow this up when it mattered during public 

examinations. She enjoyed school but left with basic GCSEs and was sufficiently 

F82 A B C D E F G H 

3 0 2 2 5 +1 1 5 

+6 

+5 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+4 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+3 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+2 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+1 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

-1 

motivated to progress in her chosen career. It is post Diploma that F82 has completed 

her education, enrolling on the Foundation Degree opportunistically as she found she 

liked studying. The opening up of this new pathway allowed her to progress despite her 

accepter tendencies. Quite possibly her early advantages and enjoyment of school gave 

her the confidence to return to education: to a large extent the poor educational 

qualifications were a deviation from expectation rather than anticipated. F91, in contrast 

came from a disadvantaged background (both working class and unsupportive) but 

despite rarely attending recognized the value of an education (a detached attitude to 

schooling) and struggled to achieve GCSEs and later a single ‘A’ level, displaying 

pronounced asserter qualities to achieve this and a determination to enter nursing once 

she saw that the Diploma course gave her the extra level 3 needed to do this. 

F91 A B C D E F G H 

1 -1 4 2/3 5 +1 4 5 

+6 

+5 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+4 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+3 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+2 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+1 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

-1 ooooooo 



                                                                                                                                   
 

           

           

         

            

         

 

 

 

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

 

            

           

             

             

              

               

              

           

               

              

            

            

             

            

       

 

             

         

215 Chapter 9: Life course 

Despite different strengths and weaknesses these students were all able to achieve 

because they had positive attributes to offset against negative and because differing 

agentive actions could compensate for lower initial capabilities. Their actions contrast 

with those of a lower achieving student, like I137, a stager and accepter. The difference 

can be clearly seen when her ‘chain’ is compared to theirs.  

I137 A B C D E F G H 

1 -1 2 2 2 +1 1 2 

+6 

+5 

+4 

+3 

+2 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

+1 xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx xxxxxxx 

-1 ooooooo 

I137 came from a working class family and described her childhood as unhappy, 

providing evidence of a difficult relationship with her mother. Her description of her 

schooling paints her as rebellious and disaffected but she turned up regularly and claims 

to have plenty of friends so I have characterized her as estranged rather than alienated. 

She achieved six GCSEs but left with no idea what she wanted to do. Her early career 

(see appendix 4f) resembled a sampler as she flit from one low paid job to another, 

however, I had to classify her as a stager as she had settled for eight years into running a 

successful garage franchise before trying a childcare career while her daughter was 

small and talks of returning to franchise work in the near future as it pays more. Indeed, 

this pattern of easy movement and return to what worked earlier in part explains her 

categorization as accepter. At the time of interview, however, she was working as a pre-

school assistant in a one-to-one capacity, hence the job status code of 2. Looking across 

her indicator chain, all the codes are low ones. She had no higher-level capabilities that 

she could use cumulatively for advancement or to compensate for other weaknesses and 

thus her current ability to function is comparatively low-level. 

It would be possible to produce capability chains for all of the students to summarize 

their narratives for comparison purposes, and such a process suggests a later possibility 



                                                                                                                                   
 

            

             

            

           

           

              

        

            

           

     

 
 

   
 

           

          

             

         

              

          

        

          

        

             

          

           

         

        

          

          

          

                

          

         

         

216 Chapter 9: Life course 

of refining these codes to allow the development of fuller ordinal, even interval, scales. 

Here, my intention is merely to make visible the ways that the integration of thematic 

and narrative analysis has allowed me to create a framework for the investigation of 

students’ individual capability sets over time, and some explanation of their different 

subsequent functionings. I see the capability chains as an explanatory tool for 

comparative purposes but never as an alternative to the wealth of detail that a truly 

qualitative exploration generates. However, I recognize that collectively they may offer 

a contribution to the operationalization of the capability approach in relation to the 

childcare sector, obeying Sen’s injunction for each user of the ‘approach’ to 

individualize it to suit her own circumstances. 

Agency 

We should consider too the importance of the attitudinal typologies, for they clearly 

demonstrate the importance of agency in converting capabilities into functionings and 

also in the initial formation of capabilities too. Indeed this notion of differential usage of 

resources is fundamental to Sen’s argument that people should be offered choice not 

given the same benefits. He talks at length and repeatedly about the ways that different 

people derive different benefits from the same goods (eg: 1987, 1992, 1999) and this 

interpretation cannot be limited to physical, social and economic differences. An 

educational application of the capability approach must recognize the importance of 

ability in the intellectual sense too. The attitudinal typologies demonstrate that 

individuals operate with differing levels of agency but there is little evidence within the 

data to suggest that the educational experience has fostered dependency, refuting fears 

that a therapeutic culture is undermining the knowledge and skills purposes of 

education, legitimizing ‘the erosion of distinctions between private and public spheres 

of thought and action’ (Ecclestone, Hayes and Furedi, 2005, p.2). Ecclestone, Hayes 

and Furedi’s argument that the current focus on emotional well-being prevalent in 

society is fostering a self-reflexive, and often public, analysis of personal deficits that 

recasts the individual as needy and requiring support rather than personally responsible 

for their own achievements and actions is persuasive and I can see how this leads to a 

claim that agency is diminished, replaced by a dependency on state or professional 

intervention; to be met through policy initiatives at the macro-level, counselling and 

educational initiatives at the micro-level. However, the student narratives reflect 



                                                                                                                                   
 

          

         

          

            

            

           

          

        

           

            

      

 
 

 
             

         

        

       

           

        

          

 

            

              

            

             

          

          

              

           

 

 

217 Chapter 9: Life course 

McGivney’s view (2005) that the humanist tradition in education supports students 

without losing sight of the educational goals. When I talk about students integrating 

their educational, vocational and personal lives this is an agentive action, a deliberate 

bringing together of knowledge bases and ways of working not the ‘leaking’ of personal 

feelings into their public lives in the Ecclestone sense of ‘blurring’ spheres. My findings 

identify a sense of agency and well-being stemming from the educational process not a 

sense of dependency. They also demonstrate the ‘incidental’ nature of such 

developments. Confidence arises from acquiring knowledge content, from knowing how 

to do things, from making friends, from learning how to study successfully, and from 

being treated fairly and with respect in the classroom not from deliberate therapeutic 

interventions on the part of the tutor. 

Discussion 

This chapter uses data from the narrative and the thematic analyses together to suggest 

categories that explain student achievement, thereby bringing time into the 

interpretative account. The narrative analysis suggested the two typologies that 

describe, respectively, agency and outcome. The thematic analysis drew attention to a 

range of capability ‘indicators’ that could be used to create capability ‘chains’, 

themselves visual means of rendering highly individualized biographical accounts 

comparable by reducing complex life-histories to a graduated range of core 

commonalities. 

There is an irony that this combination of narrative and thematic approaches to analysis 

has enabled me to devise methods that bring time into the capability approach given that 

my initial interest in capability stemmed from its focus on present time, on the ‘beings’ 

and ‘doings’ that matter now rather than change over time or some hypothetical future 

achievement. However, this focus on the present was an important finding in an 

educational thesis as so often we consider the reparative and prospective functions of 

education and treat as liminal the space between them where we live out reality. This is 

possibly a pattern that extends to society generally, given the difficulty in naming the 

durative function. 



                                                                                                                                   
 

            

           

             

         

            

             

       

           

            

             

            

     

 

           

            

             

          

          

       

 

218 Chapter 9: Life course 

This chapter represented another imaginative leap in understanding for in trying to bring 

together the evidence on time, exemplified in the typologies and more generally 

apparent in the biographical accounts, I recognized I had the means of displaying the 

development of capabilities into functionings. The outcomes in the occupational 

typology were recast as both a horizontal means of describing alternative functions, and 

a vertical means of capturing progression as they can either be used as alternative 

choices or developmentally, depending upon need. The attitudinal typologies, too, 

played an important role in explaining the process of functioning, for agentive 

behaviour is a catalyst that can speed up, slow down or even prevent change from 

happening. In making this claim, I am again linking empirical evidence to an aspect of 

theory that, in arising out of the disciplines of economics and philosophy, tends to be 

much discussed but applied more rarely. 

Like the previous one, this chapter is important in demonstrating how the linking of 

narrative detail to a broader theoretical framework expands the analytical power of both, 

and this is a connection that deserves fuller attention. In the final chapter, I consider the 

overall contribution of this thesis to existing knowledge but also, in assessing the wider 

implications of the research, demonstrate the additional exploratory power derived from 

examining different theoretical ideas together and in context. 



 
 

 
   

    
 

        

           

            

             

          

             

            

              

           

           

         

           

            

            

             

         

              

           

 

           

         

           

           

             

                 

              

         

             

            

Chapter 10 

CONCLUSION 

The research process 

Acknowledging concerns that the student experience is neglected in contemporary 

educational debate, this research project was set up to investigate the expectations, 

practices and consequences of education from the perspective of a group of adult 

women training to work in childcare, interviewing 33 of a possible population of 150 

Diploma students from whom background data was obtained by questionnaire. Sample 

size was determined pragmatically in an attempt to balance the desire to find patterns 

across the data against the maintenance of a manageable workload, and the interviewing 

process itself was also iterative as I learnt, through transcribing in parallel, to use a style 

that generated interesting data. Thus early plans to use a semi-structured schedule to 

achieve comparability were quickly abandoned in favour of an informal and more 

egalitarian conversational style that allowed the students themselves to shape and 

structure their narratives. After just three experimental interviews I had begun the shift 

from controlling questioner, to equal participant and thence to narrative facilitator as I 

realized how my prior acquaintance with the students could enable me to actively 

participate in the process. Quite apart from using close listening to identify and (gently) 

challenge the misrepresentations that I heard as hesitations, awkward juxtapositions or 

contradictions within the discourse, I found that I could also use my powers of recall to 

question interpretations that did not fit with my own internal representations of reality.  

Thus the interviews became co-constructions of the past with a critical realist undertone 

as this ‘method’ of interviewing created shared understandings but saw these as 

bounded by an independent reality. The interviewer’s role was to elicit those truths that 

the students concealed from the world and perhaps from themselves and build these into 

the narrative accounts. My becoming a research tool in this way, added depth and 

validity to the data, and solved the issue of how to handle my central role in the research 

process. From the outset, I had known that I had no desire to undertake research that 

centred on my own perceptions (autoethnography) or activities (action research) but 

that, given that I was interviewing students who had been exclusively taught by me, I 

was unequivocally present in the data. Yet I wanted to avoid both a pivotal self-
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reflective presence and an opposing methodological objectivity as neither polarity fitted 

my purposes. A self-reflective approach would have privileged my views over the 

student experience; the pursuit of objectivity in interpretative research was rejected 

outright as based on inappropriate goals. If objectivity were achievable, it would have 

eradicated the benefits of familiarity with the participants, a state of affairs that 

ethnographers often have to work hard to achieve, and one of the main advantages 

stemming from my previous role as tutor. Instead, I developed an individualized 

approach that utilized the strengths of this relationship whilst downplaying the 

weaknesses. 

Prior (and positive) acquaintance enabled me to start the interviews with a significant 

level of intersubjectivity; equivalent to many hours of ethnographic immersion in the 

field. This existing goodwill made it possible to interrogate initial explanations and 

expose the hidden realities behind the students’ presentations of the self. Such gentle 

probing was a spontaneous process dependent upon actively screening the student 

responses for congruence, linguistic and non-verbal. I wanted to create truthful accounts 

of the student experience rather than merely scribe students’ unmediated life stories and 

my genuine interest in their perspective may, itself, have encouraged greater honesty. I 

worked hard to prevent my own biases from influencing the outcomes, using a sampling 

matrix, letting the students determine the content of the interviews, and not analysing 

the interviews until transcription was complete to avoid the process of progressive 

focusing advocated in grounded theory. Similarly the adoption of conversation analysis 

coding to make visible the structures within the speech, and the creation of early drafts 

that comprehensively list the evidence supporting or refuting a point, were strategies 

adopted to distance myself from the data and ensure that the thesis portrays the student 

experience rather than my own beliefs. 

Stated neatly here, these methodological decisions sound simple and straightforward but 

they actually arose after considerable deliberation, experimentation, and exploration of 

the literature; the obverse of the systematic, methodical processes inherent in data 

transcription that served to contain any mental strain. The achievement of 500 pages of 

carefully crafted data signalled both success and challenge. It was at this point that 

glibly stated claims to be doing ‘real world research’ gave way to a realization that I had 

an immense quantity of ‘messy’ unstructured data and no real idea how to handle it 
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beyond a belief that computer-aided analysis would be too detached and impersonal and 

risked decontextualizing my findings. Systematic manual coding, also, seemed too 

mechanical for the data although in practice there were many times when textual 

annotation was used to identify sections needing fuller analysis. Reflecting on what I 

had achieved so far, overwhelmed by the complexity and variety of the data even as I 

rejoiced in its richness and depth, I began to understand the importance of trusting the 

process. If this study were truly to deserve the label ‘emergent methodology’ this was 

where I must consciously allow the data to continue to shape the decisions. 

Thus I accepted the need for highly iterative processes rather than rapid solutions and 

rejected structures that threatened to constrain my interpretation like the artificial 

adoption of either ‘analysis by narrative’ (the creation of storied accounts) or ‘narrative 

analysis’ (thematic accounting). I came to understand for the first time what was meant 

by ‘immersion in the data’ and accepted the inevitability of writing thousands of words 

of ‘interpretation with exhaustive evidence’ until I reached an understanding of the 

notion of ‘data saturation’ some 146,000 words later. I fully accept that this approach 

was a luxury never to be repeated in funded research but I believe that the refusal to 

simplify and codify until I really understood my data accounts for the depth and 

coherence of this project. Certainly it underpinned my conviction that the findings really 

did emerge from the data itself; made visible through my role of ‘informed 

spokesperson’ rather than ‘shaper’ of the student experience. 

The process of analysis, like that of data collection, was a complex one; best described 

retrospectively as the solution of a series of ‘knotty problems’. Indeed, it was the 

challenges that I encountered and overcame, experienced as periods of intense mental 

discomfort giving way to new understanding and evidenced through pages of scribbled 

notes and discarded structure plans, that encourage me to claim an original contribution 

to knowledge. During the research process I experienced a number of proverbial 

‘eureka’ moments when I truly felt that my personal knowledge, and knowledge 

generally, had taken a leap forward. The process of ‘making sense’ was tangible, 

experienced as a moment of euphoria settling into an aura of emotional well-being.  
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The research findings 

Analysis was a multi-level task. Some findings appeared to emerge effortlessly from the 

data, and some were derived holistically after periods of reflection. Others were 

carefully constructed by fitting different elements together, or alternatively through 

systematic attempts to reconcile contradictory material. It was the constant and iterative 

reflection on both empirical evidence and theoretical frameworks that enabled me to 

achieve higher levels of understanding and conceptualization and at all times these were 

grounded in a gendered reality, acknowledging the all-female nature of both the 

research cohort and childcare work.  

Early immersion in the data, whereby I achieved familiarity with the individual 

narratives and sought connections between them, allowed me to develop two typologies 

that after refinement and testing against the entire sample (see appendix 4f), I believe 

could be applied across the cohorts. These typologies, relating to student attitudes and to 

occupational outcomes, I created, named and defined, and they originated in this study. 

This was a localized theorization but it was later possible to recast the typologies as 

indicators of ‘agency’ and ‘functioning’ and use them as factors in the creation of 

capability chains, another original conceptualization and one that allowed me to 

introduce a longitudinal element into the application of Sen’s capability approach. 

Initial thematic analysis focused on the original open-ended research questions and I 

found the clearest way of demonstrating that I had addressed the issues of the 

expectations, the practices and the consequences of education was to structure the thesis 

into chapters that used these three headings, creating spaces within which to describe 

and analyse the responses in depth. As a consequence of this detailed coverage I was 

able to identify a number of associated findings that led to further theorization. Most 

significantly, the students voiced a concern to live in the present, expressed as a 

minimal interest in career prospects, an avoidance of pressures to professionalize, an 

interest in study and work for its own sake, and a preference for convenience, flexibility 

and status within the community rather than financial remuneration. Together these 

findings drew my attention to the capability approach as a conceptual framework for 

that too focuses on people’s ‘beings’ and ‘doings’ rather than their future concerns, 

although the latter, as in my study, can be recast as new potential functionings. 



                                                                                                                  
 

 

          

         

              

         

         

           

       

           

         

               

         

             

           

              

 

 

            

          

       

         

             

             

            

               

            

           

          

           

           

        

              

            

           

         

223 Chapter 10: Conclusion 

On seeking to structure the thematic chapters, I encountered great difficulty in isolating 

educational data from students’ comments about their families and the workplace (a 

knotty problem) and it was this attempt to separate out the different strands that led me 

to understand that these were intricately and importantly interrelated. The students 

actively sought to integrate these strands and this could be expressed as a stable 

ecological model: the triple triangle that underpins integrated lives. This was an original 

conceptualization, placing the student within a framework of reciprocal relations 

operating at two levels. Firstly between the student, her family, her study and her work 

but also, and separately, between the family, childcare education and childcare work. 

This model too, I was later able to link to the capability approach, recognizing that I had 

inadvertently found a means of depicting the students’ capability set. Later still, 

exploring broader values, this triangle was used to explain issues of stasis and change 

within students’ lives. Still later, linking the triangle to broader theory, transition and 

social capital, led to an exploration of ‘pace of life’, taking the original analysis onto a 

higher plane. 

Indeed, the introduction of notions of time and change into the analysis encouraged me 

to reconsider the initial division into expectations, practices and consequences and to 

understand that these descriptors carried implicit longitudinal assumptions. 

Consequently I recast educational functions as reparative, durative, and prospective. I 

noted, from the difficulty in coining an appropriate term for the durative or ‘present 

time’ functions, that my analysis was focusing on an area often passed over; the idea 

that education serves current lives in addition to making good past experiences or fitting 

people for future goals. Again it was this focus on the present that linked my findings to 

capability theory but, conversely, it was my own work with narrative data that 

encouraged me to suggest linking time to the capability approach. In chapter 9, I 

identified a number of themes common to most interviews and suggested that these 

could be given scalar values to demonstrate students’ levels of capability at different 

stages of the life course. These themes, or capability ‘indicators’, included class, 

familial support, educational experiences, qualifications, job status and health (but 

excluded age and gender as these are more fundamental aspects of the student profile). I 

offered a format for the combination of indicators in ‘capability chains’; an original use 

of longitudinal data that allows visual comparison of different life-stories and suggests 

future possible developments for the operationalization of the capability approach. 
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Through this theorization I came to see the ‘occupational’ typologies as indicators of 

‘functioning’ and the ‘capability chains’ as capturing the life processes that determine 

an individual’s later functioning, again taking the original analysis to higher conceptual 

levels. 

Overall, I believe that my findings demonstrate originality at several different levels. 

Firstly I describe and analyse the student experience of education in terms of 

expectations, practices and consequences. Secondly I develop typologies and an 

integrated model through a holistic interpretation of the findings. Thirdly, I link this 

original localized theory from an educational context to a little used but important 

liberal economic theory both explicating and adding to the understanding of the 

capability approach through the concept of capability chains. Fourthly, I use the 

combined theorizations to consider broader concepts like time, continuity and change, 

and to accentuate their visibility within everyday life, describing how the students live 

in a slowly shifting present. In all of these processes the connections and patterns arose 

organically from my ‘struggle’ to understand the data. 

I think too, that, the methodological approach that I have adopted is unusual within, and 

possibly beyond, an educational context. Although the methods I use pre-exist, the 

specific combination of tactics from a number of different paradigms merits the term 

‘original’. Although I claim an ‘emergent’ methodological approach, this is not to imply 

that the selection of methods was arbitrary. It was driven by empirical need and a 

critical engagement with the literature. I avoided adherence to certain established 

divisions when I found them unproductive. I neither exclusively adopted the narrative 

analysis/analysis by narrative approach believing that both processes offered useful 

insights. Nor did I favour constructivist/realist distinctions when interviewing, for the 

process involved both the creation of shared meaning and a belief that there were 

underlying ‘truths’ to be found. I conformed to a rigorous sampling strategy but did not 

rely upon traditional realist procedures to establish veracity. The questionnaire data was 

intended to enable the compilation of a representative sample and elucidate the wider 

generalizability of the findings rather than to triangulate by alternative data collection 
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methods1. In using free-association interviewing techniques to examine participants’ 

responses, I sought a different form of validity. 

Additional methods were adopted after deep reflection on their underpinning 

epistemological and ontological significance persuaded me of their compatibility with 

earlier decisions. The interviewing techniques in their conversational and egalitarian 

style derive from a feminist and social constructionist perspective but the free-

association and probing align more closely with psychology and realism. However, as a 

means of explicating truths this alliance is acceptable as the decision to bring personal 

material into the shared arena lies with the student. The researcher only seeks 

explanation for omissions in, or obfuscation of, information already exposed for such 

treatment. Conversation analysis derives from an empirical, ethnomethodological stable 

but its role as a tool to make visible meaning frequently described as ‘intuitive’ is 

invaluable, evidencing the authenticity of many claims. Conversation analysis is usually 

carried out retrospectively after interviews are completed and this characteristic makes 

it eminently suitable for interviews where the researcher wants to avoid both structuring 

the content and carrying out ongoing analysis lest it influences subsequent action. 

Analysis through writing is advocated by theorists on the borders of interpretativism 

and postmodernism but there is no implication that this is less stringent than other 

methods; indeed, these two paradigms connote descriptive depth and critical 

engagement, both characteristics that support claims to rigour. The choices were made 

to solve particular ‘knotty problems’ not because they were ‘to hand’, avoiding the 

randomness of ‘bricolage’ through an orchestrated bringing together of methods that 

facilitated analysis of the data and supported my inclusion as an ‘insider’ researcher.  

Reciprocal benefits and limitations 

Linking my findings to the capability approach advantages both. My research applies 

new ‘real world’ data to an abstract theory that has proved difficult to operationalize. 

The model of ‘Integrated Lives’ offers a localized interpretation of a capability set, in 

keeping with Sen’s belief that every group should determine their own choices. The 

identification of capability indicators and their amalgamation into capability chains 

1 Indeed, we saw (in chapter 4) that appropriating the questionnaire data for other purposes raised some 
issues of congruence. 
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suggests a means of further investigating the conversion of capability into functioning 

and the possibility of analysing progression through the life-course; both introducing a 

dynamic element into the theorization. Importantly, the inductive nature of the research 

lends a credibility that might not have existed had I set out to find or validate the 

capability approach. My work also demonstrates the relevance of capability theory to 

British society, taking it beyond its social justice orientation and its original focus on 

developing countries or, occasionally, marginalized groups within the Western world. 

Indeed, it is these associations that led me to question whether the fit between my data 

and the capability approach occurs mainly because my sample comprises low paid, 

female workers. However, for this to be the case I would have expected to see a greater 

incidence of adaptive preference. With so little evidence of either adaptive preference or 

role rejection, I believe the students to be agentive, making choices that suit their own 

desire to care for their children; choices that place them, as the integrated lives triangle 

indicates, at the centre of the lives they construct. 

The benefits for my research from the links with broader theory are considerable. 

Seeing the triangle as a localized capability set gives it greater explanatory purchase for 

it then becomes imbued with some of the characteristics of this larger theory. One 

specific advantage of this connection relates to the question of generalizability. It is 

outside the scope of the current project to explore the broader application of the 

integrated triangle and my initial apprehension was that perhaps the connections only 

exist because of the shared focus on children in these particular students’ lives, a focus 

that forges very visible links between family, workplace and education. However, I now 

believe that other similar networks would be traceable in different contexts as the 

capability set is a flexible theoretical concept that can be locally applied. Time 

constraints place such comparisons beyond the scope of the current thesis but future 

work could usefully seek out parallels, perhaps starting with health and social care 

students who form a complementary group, or a class of male students to allow a 

comparison across genders. 

The gendered research context 

The all-female nature of the research cohort, the educational, and the occupational 

contexts, embeds gender so deeply in the thesis that it is almost rendered invisible. Yet 
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its effect on the women’s lives is profound as it underpins their desire to belong within 

the family, the community and wider society and bounds their freedom to choose. 

Gender is threaded through the thesis in a number of ways. It is overtly captured in the 

childhood narratives of family and schooling, sometimes reflecting the discourse of 

male domination (Goldberg, 1993) more often the narrative of ‘caring’ (Noddings, 

1984). In trivial but significant ways, it manifests in behaviour patterns on the course. It 

can be seen in groupings and pairings, in a focus on ‘domestic’ needs, in a high level of 

informality in the classroom. In the workplace, it appears in tales of student support but 

also in complaints of petty and volatile behaviour, in gossip and in hearsay. 

At a deeper level, gender is present in the focus on childcare work, the articulation of 

family and domestic responsibility, the micro-level application of social capital theory, 

and the discussion of greedy institutions, and these are all considered in detail in chapter 

8. There is some ambivalence in the educational component here, as it operates on 

caring principles but offers a more balanced knowledge-based curriculum. There is 

ambiguity too, in applauding the ability of many mature women to successfully juggle 

education and other commitments when this disregards the exclusion of those who 

cannot so cope and the consequent need for governments to adequately fund educational 

opportunities (Burke, 2002). 

‘Connectedness’, a theme embedded in the analysis, is also essentially gendered. It 

infiltrates the thesis in the form of the desire to link theory to practice; to bring personal 

anecdotes into the educational arena; to share ideas and experiences; to blur the 

boundaries between the public and the private; to bring the family into the workplace, 

the workplace into education, the educational into the family; indeed the very reciprocal 

actions that underpin the integrated triangle and embed the women’s lives within the 

broader community. In addition to being a site for choice, the triangle can be seen to 

describe the way these particular women ‘make the social world safe’, avoiding 

aggression through human connectedness, creating a caring ethos rather than a life 

bounded by ‘masculine’ rules (Gilligan, 1993, originally 1982, p.43); a set of attitudes 

implicated, too, in Osgood’s (2006a, 2006b) call for an alternative ‘professionalization’ 

based on caring and respect for emotions rather than the imposed processes she terms 

‘masculinization’. 
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Emotional work, however, is beset with problems. Whilst I refute any suggestion that 

the women in the study cohort were ‘groomed’ to conform to a specific ‘vocational 

habitus’ I accept the partial relevance of Colley’s (2006, p.25) argument that emotions 

are ‘goods that are generated by women’, and for which they receive very little 

remuneration from profit-based nursery chains. In the context of her research, this is 

evidence of classed and gendered exploitation. The students in my cohort, however, 

come from a range of classed identities and (apart from I134) are working in the 

voluntary sector. The work settings have charitable status and any profit must be spent 

on improving the education of the children so the mature women in my study are not 

being directly exploited by business organizations. At a societal level, however, they are 

working for very little pay and there is an issue about whether this is acceptable 

practice. We have seen that the women often voiced altruistic motives for working in 

childcare and found the work rewarding, leading me to consider Price’s earlier claim 

(2001) that saw the ‘deployment of emotion in caring work’ (Colley, 2006, p.25) as an 

individualized moral decision on behalf of the worker. However, arguments that 

domestic labour should be properly recognized and caring work appropriately 

recompensed still hold but if this happens women may lose control of the private sphere 

and this realization may play a part in the continuance of the gendered division of 

labour and the feminized nature of the ‘caring’ professions.  

Indeed, a study of ‘men in the nursery’ (Cameron, Moss & Owen, 1999, p.90) found 

evidence that ‘various exclusionary practices existed which women did not notice but 

men workers were required to respond to’ but also that men and women were both 

‘reluctant to identify gender based differences, preferring to emphasize individuality’, 

amongst workers and children, demonstrating the ‘ “invisibility” of a discourse of 

gender in childcare work’ (ibid, p.91). They also found ambivalence in the overt 

welcoming of male workers and simultaneous suppression of masculine experience in 

the nursery (ibid, p.91). Indeed, their research evidence shows (ibid, p.109) that ‘the 

emphasis on relationship was problematic for men workers in particular, mostly because 

the relationship was constructed around the experience of mothering and caring on a 

motherhood model’. On a positive note, however, parents were found to be ‘open-

minded’ in regard to the gender identity of staff members (ibid, p.130) and this could 

operate as a driver for change. 
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The impact of the division of labour goes beyond the family and the workplace. There 

are valid concerns that ‘naturalizing’ the role of mothering and housework legitimizes 

women’s exploitation (Burke, 2002) and the Bielefeld Center construct, the 

‘housewifization of labour’ (Hart, 1992; Burke, 2002), holds women’s acceptance of 

low pay responsible for the exploitation of both men and women on a global scale. 

More positively, the discussion of social capital in chapter 8 reveals how women’s 

societal role may reflect their domestic concerns within the family but is nevertheless 

important. Involvement is generally confined to local communities, operating at a 

micro-level where it is not immediately visible. Its valuable, but scarcely measurable, 

impacts are easily ignored at policy level and this is discussed more fully later. 

However, we do need to consider here, the possibility that women feel oppressed by 

their confinement in the domestic sphere. The discussion of the early years’ setting as a 

transitional ‘safe’ space suggests that women enjoy the female role of part mother / part 

worker. Possibly, for some, being a full-time housewife or mother is less attractive: how 

else would the most common consequence of educational involvement be ‘confidence’? 

Confidence ‘to do’ is forward-looking but confidence ‘to be’ implies a deficit to correct 

and even when the causes are traced back to incidents in childhood (and compulsory 

schooling in particular) just being at home as a wife and mother is clearly not a curative 

state. Some form of official support and recognition is also necessary and the Diploma 

course and/or part-time work clearly fulfil this function. Thus gender is threaded, almost 

invisibly, through the data in a number of different ways. It was, however, always 

acknowledged in the choice of frameworks for analysis. 

In recognition of the data’s essentially feminine nature, Belenky et al’s (1986, reissued 

1997) analysis of ‘women’s ways of knowing’ was chosen as a relevant framework for 

the discussion of educational practices and consequences and this was used to good 

effect in chapters 6 and 7. The stages of silence, received and subjective knowledge, 

were found to fit with the students’ patterns of involvement and this was appropriate 

given that the Diploma course is a stage below undergraduate (but very few of the 

existing graduates displayed higher level perspectives). 

The capability approach, too, is sensitive to gender but uses a different set of constructs 

to discuss such issues, so I now need to draw these instances together. First, we need to 

consider the claim of ethical individualism (Robeyns, 2008). This is not a call for the 
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‘individual to lead a life of his or her own beyond any ties to the family or other groups’ 

of Beck-Gernsheim (2002, p.ix), nor a denial of the ‘relational ontology’ of a ‘care 

framework’ advocated by Dean which, as he argues, ‘offers a quite different approach’ 

(2009, p.268). It is a reminder that family and societal groupings often disguise the 

disadvantage of some constituent members, particularly women and children whose 

poorer-treatment or drudgery in impoverished families may disappear from sight in 

statistics focused on heads of households or family units. Thus, it is a plea for 

recognition that policy focused at the level of the family may be oppressive for women, 

an understanding that has a parallel in the recognition within feminism that female 

solidarity potentially ignores the needs of different groups, leading to the 

reconceptualization of gender to observe classed, raced and sexualized identities 

(Jackson & Scott, 2002). The multi-stranded nature of gender has parallels in the use of 

capability indicators in chapter 9 as this recognizes that individual identities take many 

forms. These capability indicators primarily investigate patterns within each narrative 

but this is a first stage and could later facilitate an analysis by group for selected 

characteristics and comparison with other data by age and gender. 

One of Sen’s main arguments for an individualized approach (1999, p.115), stems from 

his belief that for many women the denial of freedom to seek employment outside of the 

family, ‘a major issue in many third world countries’, is itself ‘a serious violation of 

women’s liberty and gender equity’. He also appreciates that restrictions on women’s 

right to paid work may not be explicit but a result of ‘convention and conformity’; a 

consequence of women being ‘reared with traditional values’ (ibid, p.116), and this is a 

viewpoint that closely resonates with western feminist thinking.2 Nussbaum, herself a 

renowned American feminist philosopher, also focuses on the developing world but is 

especially concerned with the state of women. Indeed, it is her recognition of the ‘huge 

number’ who are currently being deprived of their full “human development” ’ (1995b, 

pp.62-63) that prompts her to create lists of central human capabilities, presenting these 

as basic entitlements that government should strive to offer. As she claims: 

The damage women suffer in the family takes a particular form: the woman is treated not as an 
end in herself, but as an adjunct or instrument of the needs of others, as a mere reproducer, 
cook, cleaner, sexual outlet, caretaker, rather than as a source of agency and worth in her own 
right (Nussbaum, 2000, p.243). 

2 See Arnot, David & Weiner (1999) especially chapter 4, for a discussion of traditional family values and 
government policy. 
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and this is a view that is also applicable to women in the developed world despite their 

superior circumstances. Sen (1999, p.89) himself, questions the ‘presumption - often 

implicitly made - that the issue of gender inequality does not apply at the basic level to 

the “Western” countries’ and this is an opinion also voiced in local texts. Indeed, as 

recently as 2008, Jackson (p.127) reiterates Graham’s claim (1987, p.221) that ‘while 

sharing a common address, family members do not always share the same standard of 

living’. In championing individual choice, Sen recognizes that most people’s decisions 

are shaped by structural, personal and relational factors but, as the framework derives 

from economics, within the capability approach the question of choice-restriction is 

normatively handled through the discussion of adaptive preference. It is this concept 

that determines whether an individual is considered to be free to make a personal 

decision or prevented through a combination of innate and induced drives and 

constraints. The analysis in appendix 8a discussed the different aspects in relation to 

childcare and found only limited evidence of adaptive preference.  

Moving beyond the micro-level boundaries of the thesis, to consider change at a societal 

level, I found that Walby provides a useful overview of ‘gender transformations’ in the 

UK immediately prior to the enrolment of the first student cohorts. Walby (1997, p.64) 

explains that, compared to earlier periods, women were less likely to be married, more 

likely to return to work rapidly after childbirth, and less likely to perceive domestic 

tasks as an obstacle to working. Such changes imply that women can more freely 

choose to enter the public sphere and therefore have greater overall choice (that must by 

default include the option of choosing not to work). She claims that almost half of the 

national labour force is female and that the relegation of women to the private sphere is 

changing, although inequality and segregation are still prevalent (ibid, p.1) and there are 

considerable age-related differences in overall patterns (1997, p.212). 

However, despite the enactment of legislation to reduce structural inequality this is still 

evident within women’s work patterns and its causes highly contested, with Walby 

(1997, 1999) and Hakim (1991, 1995, 1996, 1998, 2004) representing polarized views. 

The discussion here, to stay relevant to the thesis, is limited to their core views on the 

part-time workforce. Walby believes that many mature women remain segregated in 

low status, poorly paid, part-time jobs because earlier in life they were barred from the 

educational and work opportunities that might have enabled them to pursue satisfying, 
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well-paid, full-time careers that would cover the cost of quality childcare (1997, pp.40, 

52, 61; 1999, p.203). For Walby, this stems from a 20th century ‘public gender regime’ 

whereby, employers and trade unionists united to protect men’s jobs and rates of pay, 

segregating women in jobs without prospects. However, this is a pattern that gives 

women greater choices than the earlier ‘domestic gender regime’ that relegated them to 

the home (1997, p.6) but it sets the choice of part-time work within a patriarchal 

framework of constraint. Hakim, in contrast, believes that women are actively choosing 

part-time work, ‘having different life goals from men’ (1991, p.113). Categorizing a 

fifth of women as career-oriented, an additional fifth as home-makers, Hakim (2004, 

p.14) concludes that up to two thirds of women in any country are ‘adaptives’ (women 

who choose to combine employment and family work) and provides evidence that this 

pattern is visible among older childless women too (Hakim, 1995, p.436). She finds that 

women who show some degree of work commitment, enjoy work for its own sake, and 

value the intrinsic features of a job. Others, seeking additional family income, value 

convenient hours over good pay (1991, p.108). Hakim describes ‘very high satisfaction 

with part-time jobs’ (ibid, p.113) and relates this to choice, viewing women as ‘self-

determining actors’ who ‘still choose occupations and husbands which maintain 

traditional views of women’s roles’ (ibid, p.114). 

Whether Walby’s analysis, or Hakim’s, is ultimately more correct is difficult to 

determine. Both offer convincing arguments backed by statistical evidence and both 

have some relevance for my data. Moreover, in their different ways, both inhere to 

women, a degree of choice, even if this is mainly in comparison to earlier restrictions. 

The childcare workers represent a range of classed, raced and educational identities but 

do tend to be older, so their segregation in low-paid jobs partly fits Walby’s analysis. 

However, in terms of choice, their position more closely aligns with Hakims’ views 

except that they tend to value work for both its intrinsic merit and convenient hours 

rather than dividing along economic lines. Whichever analysis prevails, the women 

have found semi-voluntary work in an environment that offers alternative rewards. They 

have chosen work where they can find fulfilment, albeit using their emotional skills. 

Rather than simply accepting the low status and dull, routinized tasks implicit in the 

segregation hypothesis, the women have found a solution that works for them in a 

period of continuing societal change. 
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From a broader sociological perspective, it can be argued that the choice to ‘integrate’ 

lives runs counter to social change. Using a post-structuralist lens, Burke (2002) shows 

how (through the naturalization of motherhood, the housewifization of labour, the 

equation of studying with ‘juggling’) individual choices can be construed as selfish. 

True freedom of choice, however, must recognize the needs of all; the advocates for 

change, the excluded, and the traditionalists. Otherwise, by inhering guilt to some 

options, we add an additional layer of constraint. Again, I turn to the capability 

approach as a useful framework, for if governments commit to extending capability, the 

choices enjoyed by the few could be made available to all as could the option of not 

making certain choices. In this sense, the capability approach promotes a truly 

egalitarian perspective, and adequately operationalized, would address gender and other 

inequalities. The emphasis on action is important for it implies notions of 

empowerment, of consultation and flexibility. Elaine Unterhalter, an expert on both 

gender and capability approach (eg: 2003a, 2003b, 2005, 2007a, 2007b, 2008) believes 

the CA treats gender as neither a ‘value neutral’ ‘descriptive characteristic of a person’ 

nor, sociologically, as ‘saturated with meanings’ that ‘position groups of women and 

men in particular ways legally, financially, culturally, educationally and discursively’ 

(2007a, pp.88, 89) but as a set of attributions that can be challenged being ‘both a 

feature of the constraints on the capability set, and also part of the negotiations and 

agency entailed by the notion of capability’ (ibid, p.90). In both developing and 

developed worlds the aim should be to extend individual and group capability sets, but 

in terms of the current thesis, this must include the right to choose a work-life balance 

that enables people to care for their own children. 

Without such a framework, gender issues, and indeed discourses around gender, have 

both inclusive and deeply divisive potential but it lies beyond the scope of this thesis to 

explore these issues further so my stance remains neutral. My commitment was to 

vocalize the students’ viewpoints, however constrained by real world structures, and my 

open-minded approach to data collection and a staged investigation of the literature 

have made that possible. Nevertheless, I do at all times recognize, that ‘women's 

choices cannot be understood outside of the collective political struggles, now 

sedimented in the state, which changed the opportunity structure’ (Walby, 1999, p.204). 
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Wider implications 

So far we have studied the research findings in isolation, bar their connections to 

aspects of the capability approach and a consideration of the gendered nature of the 

research context and findings. Following normal practice, we should now consider their 

significance in relation to other key debates within education, particularly those issues 

described and discussed earlier in the thesis. For reasons that will become apparent I am 

choosing to consider these connections in the concluding chapter but this should not be 

interpreted as ignoring them until the last moment. The key debates have been ever 

present in my mind throughout the research process, and indeed, links or refutations 

have been included within the core text whenever relevant. Dealing satisfactorily with 

these debates during the final analysis, however, offers another example of learning 

arising from a knotty problem, for overall I needed to understand why the key debates 

specific to education – the economic development/globalization debate, the ascendancy 

of vocational over liberal values, the shrinking provision of opportunities for lifelong 

learning, the rise of managerial practices and the debate about the therapeutic culture – 

made so little impact on the ground. 

Some of these debates are relatively easily discounted but not others. The therapeutic 

culture debate, I personally rejected. Although confidence was the most commonly 

claimed consequence of educational involvement, there was no evidence that its pursuit 

supported this theoretical position. Confidence in knowing how to do something, clearly 

related to action in the broader community, leading to an increased rather than a 

diminished sense of agency. Confidence in the self was more nebulous, with students 

using current positive experiences to overwrite the past; but it developed organically 

through the process of enjoying a friendly and supportive atmosphere in adult education 

and the achievement of a useful qualification; the converse of fostered dependence. 

The impact of the lifelong learning debate was less clear cut. As childcare training is 

one of the areas supported by government investment, these students have not been 

affected personally by shrinking adult educational provision. Indeed, for early years 

workers the establishment of foundation degrees, of full degrees in early childhood 

studies and the instatement of the Early Years Professional Status represent an opening 
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up of tailor-made opportunities. On the one hand, the students were all returning to 

education, and for some this was reparative, for some a stimulus for higher education, 

further courses, or perhaps an ambition to teach. On the other hand, the ritualized nature 

of some learning, and the ambivalent status of study time in the family diary limited its 

likely impact on the wider society. However, lifelong learning was something that I 

could see happening or not happening within the sample. Many benefited from the 

reparative function and this took several forms: learning how to learn (I137), learning 

they could learn (F88), learning they wanted to learn (B20), or that they had learned 

enough and did not want to do more (C25). In chapter 4, I was able to generalize that 

the reparative function of adult education supported a broader than anticipated range of 

students continuing to study and I should acknowledge that accumulaters are by 

definition lifelong learners and could have been labelled as such.  

We have seen that the students distinguished between vocational and liberal values in 

education but that they both respected and rejected this dichotomy. Many students 

acknowledged that they only had time to enrol on a vocational course but claimed 

liberal values to be important, showing an understanding of the distinction. However, in 

practice, students frequently strove to blend their learning opportunities, requesting 

input over and above the vocational syllabus, thereby bringing broader values into the 

educational experience and demonstrating a refusal to pigeon-hole their learning. Their 

approach to their own studies was agentive not passive, but also very individualized in 

ensuring that their needs were met and overall the integrated lives triangle demonstrates 

the symbiosis between liberal and vocational values and relationships.  

There were very few comments relating to managerialist practices but this could be 

because the students were taught within a ‘protected enclave’ and therefore were largely 

free of associated restrictions. Here it is relevant to remember that they subscribed 

retrospectively to the instrumentalist practices of criterion-based assessment seeing 

these as supportive despite complaining about them during the course. However, few of 

the students were directly motivated by pay and promotion contraindicating an interest 

in the economic debate, and the way that many drifted into childcare work and related 

training scarcely subscribed to credentialism. The emancipative/oppressive debate 

within childcare also held little relevance for the students. We saw in chapter 5 that they 

failed to engage with a query about unpaid/underpaid carers. Despite voicing frustration 
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with the pace of change and with the government’s failure to recompense childcare 

workers adequately, few students appeared overly dissatisfied. Grievances were 

balanced against the positives: convenience and flexibility. The majority of women 

appeared to countenance, even at times to enjoy, their marginal status; accepting the 

merging of life-work boundaries, the semi-voluntary nature of their work and the need 

to balance the demands of children, partners, workplace and study. In short, the majority 

organized their lives along ‘traditional’ gendered lines. In integrating their lives around 

family, education and the childcare sector the students had rejected conventional 

economic goals, side-stepping issues like globalization and the pursuit of affluence, and, 

in many cases, arguing against change and its manifestations as more paperwork, longer 

hours and greater professionalization. Collectively the findings renounce instrumental 

values placing people and their well-being at the centre of any discussion. 

Overall, the research evidence demonstrates that the dominant educational discourses 

only partially capture the key concerns of the student body. Observed links between the 

macro- and micro-levels were often tenuous and/or tangential, and for this reason the 

discussion is relegated to this final chapter. This dissonance is an additional key finding 

requiring me to seek if not an explanation at least some suggestions as to why this 

should be the case. 

Since the macro-level initiatives sought change and any change is stressful, stress 

avoidance is one possible reason. It is possible too, that the process of integrating lives 

engenders introspection, or that it is so intrinsically fulfilling that it leaves little energy 

for involvement with the outside world. We saw (in chapter 8) that in social capital 

terms, strong family bonding may reduce interest in developing new forms of bridging 

and we know that the students have very full lives, but the way that they are reaching 

out into the workplace and the community and their involvement in education make 

truly insular explanations unlikely. Perhaps, therefore, the problem lies with the nature 

of the changes. It is possible that the participants’ disregard for the macro-level 

structures stems from the narrow instrumentalism of the initiatives rather than any 

parochialism on behalf of the students, for the narratives revealed an underpinning 

interest in liberal values and in universal concepts, the bigger questions that relate to the 

wider world rather than its political manipulation. Choice, time, change, stability, 

altruism, agency, independence and interdependence are just some of the themes that 
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run continuously through the narratives and through the subsequent analysis alike. At 

the micro-level the students are focused on the minutiae of existence, but in practice 

their concerns have a much wider reach, contesting any inference that their lives are 

introverted.  

The study focuses at the micro-level and the students refer to overarching values but 

largely bypass the macro-level concerns whereby politicians and policy-makers strive to 

impose structure on collective lives. Change imposed at this level was largely seen as an 

irritant, an additional complication in already busy lives. It might appear that the 

students were practising what the capability approach advocates: ‘Ultimately, the focus 

has to be on what life we lead and what we can or cannot do, can or cannot be’ (Sen, 

1987, p.16). This may include altruism, a characteristic Sen attributes to ‘agency 

achievement’ or it may be limited to ‘well-being achievement’ or personal satisfaction 

alone. Certainly, the women’s decisions to temper personal development with the needs 

of their children and family seemed to be an active choice, and in capability terms, this 

explains the sense of satisfaction that emanates from their narratives. Sen, however, 

demands a greater commitment from society. Seeing agency as more than personal 

action, he claims it must include the right to empowerment by the State, a ‘social 

commitment’ (1999, p.xii) to at least the removal of ‘substantial unfreedoms’. If the 

findings of data like my own are to have any influence on society they need to 

contribute to decision-making at the macro-level: at the very least to suggest ways to 

make policy objectives more palatable. The research findings support the provision of 

wider options, and an acceptance that people are capable of making sensible decisions 

when given the freedom to choose for themselves. Yet, even though we know that 

people cannot be forced to learn, education policy continually steers learners in specific 

directions. Sectorization, levels capping, specialized funding streams and restrictive 

criteria for eligibility are forms of ‘unfreedom’ and should, therefore, be challenged. If 

such policy steers were relaxed and flexibility reinstated we might create a genuine 

learning society, one that recognizes that skills can be developed incidentally 

(embedded!) when students are enjoying what they are doing and doing what they want. 

Not all students are able to modify their learning environments to suit their own needs 

as the adults in this research have done, so if we could increase the number of ‘co-

realizable’ options available to students perhaps we could put the joy back into learning, 

for other students and their tutors too.  
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If choices were offered and were attractive, people might be persuaded to engage more 

fully with macro-level initiatives. In the past, successful educational provision was 

demand-led. The Mechanics Institutes, Workers’ Educational Association evening 

classes, and the University Extension Movement, to name but a few better-known 

instances, were created to meet learners’ needs. Indeed it is possible that the success of 

the Diploma course may arise from its original connections with a grass roots childcare 

movement where a humanist, people-centred culture predominated. In contemporary 

publications, repeated reference is made to learners’ views but there is little evidence 

that these are appropriately addressed. Initiatives like the sending of delegates to a 

National Learners’ Panel, token student membership of governing bodies, and 

personalization do not, to me, equate with the claim that championing the learners’ 

voice has been ‘one of the Government’s undisputed achievements’ (Lavender, 2009, 

p.7). In reality learner feedback obtained through standardized surveys is used 

judgementally to impose targets for improvement whatever the level of student 

satisfaction. This puts pressure on colleges and lecturers to find a narrower more 

instrumental focus resulting in less variety and choice for students. 

Yet, the thesis overview of students integrating and stabilizing their lives suggests that 

at a societal level the ‘freedom to choose’ can bring about localized contentment, 

increased family bonding and strengthened communities contributing to ‘core’ values in 

unplanned but effective ways. In chapter 8 we considered these choices in relation to the 

social capital framework and must recognize here that in cleaving to the private sphere 

and leaving higher-level economic and political action to their partners the women are 

reinforcing gendered divisions within society. However, this understanding should not 

underestimate the value to society of such micro-level endeavour, not least in ensuring 

that children are cared for by people who do this willingly.  Nor should we disregard the 

importance to the women of the freedom to choose their own lives or forget that the 

majority of male partners accepted, even encouraged, these gendered patterns of 

behaviour. The students were actively taking what they wanted from the course, a blend 

of liberal, vocational and academic learning that meets their personal needs. Students 

were enrolling on early years training for personal and familial reasons and only 

coincidentally meeting government aims to raise standards and increase childcare 

provision. However, given options, students appear to make suitable and sensible 

choices that serve their own ends and those of the wider society, suggesting that 
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governments could safely consider offering a range of possible choices and trusting 

people to plan their own lives, as indeed Sen proposes. Unplanned social pay back may 

be significant at the level of family and neighbourhood structures and lost through the 

relentless pursuit of over-defined instrumental goals for education. Educational goals, 

too, may be achieved through less direct means: personal motivation can lead to public 

good. 

Future research agendas 

The current research project is complete in itself, and its coherence aptly demonstrated 

in poster format (see appendix 10a). However, during the research process my attention 

was drawn to a number of avenues meriting further investigation, not least the 

opportunity to apply the methodology based on joint ‘recall’ to additional contexts or to 

reinvestigate my findings from different perspectives, the feminist, the radical, the 

postmodern and through a social capital lens.  

In its entirety, the thesis offers a model for comparative work with other cohorts of 

students; groups with different characteristics, studying in other fields. In an FE college, 

for instance, it would be interesting to ascertain the capability sets for a range of 

distinctive vocational groups: excluding gender difference (women studying hair and 

beauty or office skills) or confronting it (men studying construction). This work could 

also be extended to different types of establishment and student group, and lies within 

the scope of individual researchers, especially any who can readily access a student 

cohort. Such parallel research projects could extend our contextual knowledge of the 

student experience but also allow further exploration of the potential of capability 

theory as an explanatory framework in education. 

The work on capability indicators and chains in chapter 9 offers a means of exploring 

processes and suggests a way to extend our understanding of capability development 

over time. The preliminary work was both tentative and limited in scope but could be 

expanded through a structured data collection process asking students to provide 

information for all (and possibly additional) capability indicators. It would be premature 

and, for me, ideologically unsound to suggest the possibility of creating a model with 

predictive capacity as I am wary of the processes used to identify ‘typical’ student 
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characteristics and extrapolate from small group to large cohort data. However, I think 

that there is useful work to be done in refining the indicators (especially ethnicity and 

class) and improving the value-allocations to create a more sophisticated analytical tool. 

More immediately, the current research raised some interesting ideas that I would like 

to follow up personally. In particular an investigation of stability would make an 

interesting project; the testing of the work on the integrated triangle by interviewing 

those students who failed to enrol after expressing an interest and those who left without 

completing the course. This could also be extended to study the effect of destabilized 

lives on voluntary provision within the childcare sector as there was some suggestion 

that the two would be connected. Such a study might also extend our awareness of the 

importance of community to the integrated lives framework determining whether the 

triangular model stands alone or would be more accurately encircled by community. 

From a childcare angle, I think it important to continue the student narratives. For me, 

as an early years lecturer it is unsatisfactory to leave the story where it is, with students 

favouring integrated lives over careers in childcare. I also taught and have access to at 

least five cohorts of students who later enrolled on a foundation degree in early years 

education. Compared to the Diploma this required considerable commitment in terms of 

time, cost and intellectual engagement. It would be interesting to carry out a background 

analysis of the entire undergraduate group and then to interview those students who 

continued from Diploma into HE. This would facilitate a direct comparison of the 

experiences of level 3 and undergraduate study but also incorporate a further 

longitudinal element, capturing developmental processes, as for some students the 

enquiry would be continuous. 

From my perspective, continuing the childcare story with additional former students is 

especially attractive because I have expended considerable effort devising an approach 

that supports a retrospective analysis of a joint initiative and would wish to further 

develop and explore its possibilities. In addition to my own educational focus, this 

‘recall’ approach could also be used in other areas where a researcher is also a 

significant player. It is of relevance to research projects and evaluations where 

practitioners are seeking to understand and improve their own practice in addition to 

finding a means of communicating their knowledge to a wider audience, for it offers a 

means of surfacing tacit knowledge and provides a conceptual framework for handling 
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the evidence as this is collected. The approach is ethically straightforward, too, for it 

bypasses many of the issues inherent in a study of current students or employees, 

particularly the concerns about power abuse commonly voiced when practitioners 

interview less potent participants. The approach is also procedurally sound. Unlike 

action research, where the investigator often needs to fulfil multiple roles 

simultaneously, this approach clearly separates the roles of practitioner and investigator 

and takes the self-monitoring role out of the workplace, consequently relieving the 

strain at the point of primary involvement.  

This ‘recall’ approach, where a former practitioner turns investigator, demonstrably 

produces rich data when the existing relationship between the researcher and participant 

is friendly and fair and the participant confident that the researcher will respect his/her 

viewpoint and privacy and allow sufficient time to make the interview a genuinely 

‘interactive’ space. The initial rapport is an important element in the process as sensitive 

matters could not easily be raised with a detached, impersonal stranger and to develop a 

trusting relationship from first acquaintance could take longer than either the participant 

or the researcher has to offer. Thus, in addition to its evaluative potential, the approach 

offers a legitimate means of studying people whom you know and about whose lives 

you are curious, that is neither self-indulgent nor emotionally sterile and that has the 

potential for penetrating investigation into people’s private worlds without violation. On 

occasion such research practices might be used in informal exploratory studies in 

addition to those with an evaluative mission and it would adapt perfectly to such usage, 

being inherently flexible.  

Thus it can be claimed that the ‘recall’ approach is a creative alternative to customary 

longitudinal methods, bringing projects that need a developmental perspective into the 

time-frame available for ‘real world’ research when observation in ‘real time’ is 

impracticable and the collection of sectionalized time-set data inappropriate for a study 

dealing with real lives. Together the free-association interviewing that probes below the 

surface, the evidencing of these underlying beliefs through conversation analysis and 

the exhaustive search for meaning through linking within and across narrative 

interpretations permit the creation of deeper understandings of complex lives. This is 

captured long-hand through a writing process that avoids a descent into mechanical 

coding and the separation of findings from context. That a liberal framework, the 
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capability approach, proves suitable to structure the higher level conceptualization both 

validates and extends the hermeneutic properties of the ‘recall’ methodology and this, 

too, is an area that, to date, has only been explored briefly.  

As a lecturer in Education I anticipate a continuing access to students, and look forward 

to many future opportunities to develop and exploit this methodological approach 

personally. However, these intentions all lie far beyond the scope of the present project. 

This thesis remains a small-scale study of a group of mature women training to work in 

childcare and is bounded by the specific familial, educational and vocational practices 

through which they forge their integrated lives. 
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Appendix 1a: Women’s education - theoretical studies 
Author/Book Publication 

Date 
Principle themes Coverage 

Eileen Byrne: 1978 Equality of opportunity for Consideration of policies & 
Women & women by an education practices over a 20-year period. 
education officer. Statistics, viewpoints, 

quotes from women. 
Arranged by stage. 

June Purvis 1984 History of Education Society Purvis - overview of feminism. 
(Ed): The Proceedings. Margaret Bryant - how women in 
education of service/ gender segregation is a post 
girls & women IR phenomena. Feudal times - men 

served overlords. 
S.Acker, 1984 International case studies - all Miriam David on women, family & 
J.Megarry, (1975 aspects of women’s education. education. 
S.Nisbet & UNESCO) Martin on philosophy; Sayers Renata Duelli Klein on women’s 
E.Hoyle: International on psychology; French & studies. 
Women & Women’s Yr French on Sociolinguistics; 
education ybk and Ackers on Sociology. 
V. Mc Givney: 1993 Barriers, Informal starting Informal re-entry programmes to: 
Women, points and progression routes. Build/restore confidence; 
education & Husbands as gatekeepers, explore/develop potential; social 
training stereotyping, cultural limits, 

constraints on support -
children, fees, transport, 
hours, guidance. 

(escape from home); to do 
something for oneself; mental 
stimulation; explore possibilities. 

M. David, 1993 Refs to Finch 1989, Ungerson Primary maternal responsibility, p.2 
R.Edwards, (1988), Lewis/Meredith men elusive even in 2-parent 
M.Hughes & J. (1989) notions of women as families, p.3. 
Ribbens: carers. Gilligan’s (1982) Women’s work as mediators 
Mothers and theories of gender difference especially with school not 
education: & moral development. Sense addressed, p.9. Morgan (1985) 
inside out? of connectedness (p.159) & 

Carol Gilligan (1982). 
inclusion, overlap & network -links 
family/society. Education not 
interested. 

Maggie Coats: 1994 In favour of women only Key themes of importance for adult 
Women’s provision. Recommendations education courses: ideology, 
education & legal background for this. 

Start where women are. TOPs, 
TECs, NOW, WOW courses. 
WRN Women Returners’ 
Network. 

inspiration/motivation, ownership, 
group dynamics, assessment, 
progression. 

M.Maynard & 1994 Range of papers on feminism. Glucksmann criticizes angst over 
J.Purvis: Includes Skeggs’ account of equalizing research relationships. 
Researching her early research in FE. Telling it like it is - atheoretical? 
women’s lives Glucksmann on Women’s Wary of formal permissions. 
from a feminist work. Women want recognition, IV men 
perspective too if present eg: Be a realist! 
Jane 
Thompson: 
Words in 
edgeways & 
More words in 
edgeways 

1997 & 2007 Favourite articles from a range 
or publications. Written from 
a consistently Marxist, radical 
feminist position. Good 
polemic. 

Against liberalism and later 
postmodernism - anything that 
deflects people away from the 
socialist struggle. Wide-ranging and 
wide-read, invigorating but 
unforgiving. 

R.Benn, 1998 Zukas article on theorizing Shift towards accreditation. 
J.Elliott & women - dualism keeps Anderson & Gardiner - pre 1993 
P.Whaley: women in caring sector. strict divide between liberal & voc 
Educating Rita McGivney (p.12) still calls for course in old universities - funding 
and her sisters single-sex programmes. Ref -

Elsdon 1995. 
mechanisms (p.18). CE shift to 
workplace (p.26). 
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Appendix 1b: Women’s education - research studies 
Author/Book Publication 

& Research 
Dates/Place 

Cohort size & 
origins 
Methods 

Aims & structures 
Findings 

A. McLaren: 1985 48 women - Framework: social reproduction (Marxist) & 
Ambitions & R: 1974 & mixed ages in all subjectivity (Weber). Struggle to achieve. 
realizations update in 

1982. 
London. 

female residential 
college, Hillcroft? 
Follow up - 12. 
In-depth IVs 

Link individual to historical moment. 
Horizontal mobility, caring jobs, exploitation, 
confidence, anxiety, agoraphobia, capitalist 
gender segregation. 

M.F.Belenky, 1986 135 women, 9 Framework: Perry’s (1970) epistemological 
B.M.Clinchy, R: Late 70s. institutions, 90 positions on Harvard male students: dualism, 
N.R. USA from 6 colleges, multiplicity, relativism subordinate & relativism. 
Goldberger & 45 from 3 support Rewritten for women’s voices - silent, received, 
J. M. Tarule: organisations, subjective, procedural and constructed 
Women’s invisible colleges. knowledge. Piaget, Kohlberg & Gilligan’s work 
ways of 4 researchers. Inc. on morality. Doubting & believing games. 
knowing schedule S/S IVs. 
R.Edwards: 1993 31 mature women Public/private theory, difference theory. 
Mature R: 1988-89 students, mixed Oppressive v humanizing. Women’s baggage. 
women SE England race & class, 2 Maternal thinking (Ruddick). Greedy institutions 
students universities & 3 

polytechnics. 2-3 
IVs each. 

(Coser). Clock v process time. Confidence. 
Implicit partnerships (Finch). Threats to partners. 
Masculinity. Friendships. Typologies: 
Connected/separate/mixed. 

G.Pascall & 1993 43 mature women Women returning to HE - own accounts! 
R.Cox; 8 yr follow @ 2 E Midlands Framework: Reproduction (later hegemony, 
Women up of 50%. Institutes of HE. Arnot); social distance (Boudon, 1973/4), 
returning to thermostatic (deficit) view of adult education 
higher (Hopper & Osborn, 1975). 
education Looks at schooling, public/private lives, 

decisions, expectations. Sees education as means 
of escaping domesticity, career seeking. 

B.Skeggs: 1997 83 young, Identity - links to class & gender. 
Formations R: low 80s - working class Bourdieu’s capitals, Foucauldian instrumentality. 
of class & 83? NW women on 3 Historical context to care. Training in oppression. 
gender England 

3 yrs f/t, 11 
total. Revisits 
88, 92 

Caring courses, 
FE 
Ethnography 

Care in community - move from low to no pay. 
Focus on respectability, definitions of sexuality. 

J.Ribbens & 1998 11 chapters on Liminal positions - public/private boundaries. 
R.Edwards: BSA summer ‘voice’ in Study of the mundane. Ribbens - motherhood; 
Feminist school 1987: research.  Mauthner (M) - sisters; Miller - childbirth; Bell -
dilemmas in Workshop on Relate to using diaries for c/care & families; Parr - mature 
qualitative qualitative individual women; Song - Chinese siblings; Mauthner (N) & 
research research 

family, 
household 

lecturers’ 
research projects. 

Doucet - relational method; Alldred - children; 
Birch - identity; Standing - lone mothers. 

B. Merrill; 1999 30 IVs (inc men) Sociological analysis of mature women at 
Gender, IV 30 in & Q data. Ft, Pt & Warwick University. How women change their 
change & 1994, 15 2+2 (FE to HE lives despite gender, class & racial constraints. 
identity again in 1995 

after reading 
transcripts 

students). Life 
history approach. 

Broad overview of sociological perspectives. 

J. Parr: 2000 49 women, 22-50. Intention to study barriers for women returners in 
Identity and R: Pre-96. Range of courses a patriarchal society (Walby, 1990) but found 
education City in N. 

England. 
from local to 
degree level. 
Mainly f/t. 

50% had overcome severe traumas in order to 
study and focused on telling their narratives 
instead. Largely descriptive. Suggests multi-step 
pattern to enrolment. 
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Appendix 2a: Problems in the Press: a survey in early 2006 

That staff were unhappy with the trappings of managerialism, was clear from the 
educational press. For instance, Susan Bassnett, pro vice-chancellor at Warwick 
University, reported that many of the quality control procedures make a ‘mockery of 
academic expertise’ and lead to academic discontent: ‘The growth of quality control 
offices means that academics feel increasingly disempowered (THES, 7.4.06). Peter 
Atkins, Professor of Chemistry at Oxford, accused the government of ‘an ability to 
comprehend the nature of higher education’ and its vice-chancellors of ‘bean-counting 
heroics’. Paul Mackney, Secretary of Natfhe claimed that ‘lecturers are totally fed up 
with filling forms and going to training sessions on how to fill out forms’ (FE Focus, 
TES, 17.3.06). 

Student satisfaction surveys have led to headlines like ‘My prof is a bit stinky, snooty 
and very unhip’ (THES, 27.1.2006). This is hardly likely to contribute to respect for 
academics, and such practices may possibly have encouraged the establishment of 
internet sites rating academics, a common practice in the US and starting up in the UK 
in 2006 (THES, 31.3.06). Also to the bombardment of tutors by inappropriate e-mails 
which may be a reflection of students’ perceptions of themselves as ‘paying customers’ 
(Shepherd, THES, 24.3.06). Certainly the number of student complaints rose after the 
introduction of tuition fees, from 1,840 in 2002/3 to 2,799 in 2003/4 (THES, 31.3.06). 
Stress is common within academia. According to the Association of University 
Teachers, academic work is more stressful than working in hospital accident and 
emergency departments (THES, 17.2.06). Figures from the Health and Safety Executive 
for 2003-4 (THES, 7.4.06) revealed that 930 out of 100,000 university staff claimed 
they could not cope with the demands of the job compared to an average of 730 across 
all industries. Roger Kline of the National Association of Teachers in Further and 
Higher Education attributed this to excessive workloads, staff shortages and an increase 
in bureaucracy that diminished academics’ control over their working lives. Lecturer 
concerns about the ‘reduced teachability of new undergraduates’ (THES, 10.2.06) and 
erosion of salaries (disputed during Spring 2006) were also significant additional 
stresses (eg. THES, 3.3.06) A modern language lecturer explaining why he planned to 
strike (Opinion, THES, 3.3.06) clearly supported my point about managerialism: 

The strike, though, is about more than money. In a long-gone era, lecturers’ low pay was 
compensated for by freedom in how one used one’s time. Now, an increasingly 
managerial culture means we can no longer look at schoolteachers’ higher salaries as the 
flipside to our better work-life balance. 

There is increasing concern too that the emphasis on results is leading to cheating by 
students and teaching staff. Lecturer, Gary Day suggested that this might be a result of 
the continued erosion of respect for knowledge (THES, 7.4.06). This may be also be 
attributable to concerns over standards, for instance, Burgess’ findings that the 
traditional system of degree classifications is no longer ‘fit for purpose’ and should be 
reviewed by 2010 (THES, 10.12.04); Bradford University’s decision to provide students 
with a list of professional proofreaders to help them correct their English, undermining 
the long-standing assumption that a degree from an English university assumes 
proficiency in the English language (THES, 7.4.06). The comments of a student 
interviewed by Becky McCall (THES, 17.3.06) may have a greater relevance: ‘degrees 
are often seen as means to an end and anything justifies getting the mark’. A nationwide 
THES survey of 1,022 undergraduates (17.3.06) revealed that one in six students 
admitted to copying from friends and one in ten to looking for essays on the internet. 

https://10.12.04
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Individual staff were found guilty of destroying test papers (eg: Joyce Garner of St 
Helens, TES, 24.2.06). Parents too, were guilty of supporting cheating. In a poll carried 
out by FDS International, half of the Year 11 parents questioned admitted to helping 
their children with coursework (TES, 19.5.06). The amount of testing in education was 
seen by many to be excessive and this was evident at all levels within the education 
system. At pre-school level, witness Ted Wragg’s long-standing arguments against 
baseline testing (eg: Guardian, 8.10.02, 3.1.03, 24.1.03, 1.6.04; and also in the TES). At 
primary level consider the controversy over standard assessment tests (SATs), eg: 
‘More than one in seven primary schools appealed against the English tests results for 
their 11-year-olds this year – a sign of growing dissatisfaction with marking’ (TES, 
27.1.06). At secondary level the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) 
announced plans to phase out coursework because of concerns about plagiarism (TES, 
31.3.06) and published guidance on authenticating coursework (TES, 3.3.06). 
Universities too were very concerned with this issue; City University, for example, 
launched a ‘Plagiarism Awareness Week’ in January 2006 for its staff and students to 
combat the problem (THES, 27.1.06). 

Lecturers who disagreed with current practices had to find ways of surviving the 
system. For some this took the form of opting out. For those who were sufficiently 
secure in their field this could take a personalized form like Terry Eagleton’s 
‘Lilliputian stand against the information fetishists’, where he claimed a ‘Luddite 
resistance to power’ in never having used e-mail, the internet or a mobile phone (THES, 
10.3.06). Mass resistance, or what Elton described as ‘dumb insolence’ or ‘strategic 
compliance’ was another way that academics could withstand pressure to respond to 
‘streams of instructions and requests from senior management, the funding councils and 
the Government’. Elton referred to the problems experienced by the ‘managers’ 
introduced to University College London, Harvard and Oxford as signs that academics 
used this strategy in extremis. He made the point that none of the unpopular practices 
(he called them malpractices) like the research assessment exercise (RAE), inspections 
and league tables could continue without the ‘active collaboration’ of academics (THES, 
24.3.06). This is a point also raised by Susan Bassnett (THES, 7.4.06) who in a 
discussion on strike action pointed out that ‘we’ academics ‘tend not to put our heads 
above the parapet except where our salaries are concerned’ and are guilty of failing to 
stand up ‘to be counted when successive governments have rubbished higher 
education’1. 

1 There are notable exceptions to this claim. Writers like Ted Wragg (above) continually challenged 
government policy in the media. Adult educators collectively protested repeatedly against the cuts in 
adult education (for example, Tuckett, NIACE, TES, 11.3.05, 13.5.05, 5.8.05; Forrester, TES, 1.7.05; 
Flint, NIACE, TES, 10.6.05; Gravatt, Association of Colleges (AOC), TES, 27.1.06); and more recently 
four ‘distinguished professors’ (Macleod, 2008) sent a letter to the Independent (Coffield, Taylor, Scott & 
Ball, 2008) protesting that ‘government policy is no longer the solution to the difficulties we face but our 
greatest problem’, particularly in its pursuit of ‘permanent revolution’ and its ‘lack of trust in the 
professional education community’. 
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Appendix 3a: The academic journey 

Looking back, I recognize the advantages of my undergraduate study of geography in 
the 70s. Although technically a BA course, it involved a great deal of applied science 
and ensured an ability to handle statistics and to cope with formulae. More importantly, 
it embedded an appreciation of the need for systematic approaches and scientific rigour 
that curbs a natural tendency to investigate postmodern research techniques and the 
extremes of literary and cultural representation. I enjoyed the interdisciplinary nature of 
geography, and focused on the historical and ‘human’ elements, but felt that as a 
discipline, it lacked coherence at the higher levels becoming a series of specialisms that 
studied the earth, but in my view, without a unified theoretical core. At times I was 
tempted to change course but knowing little about other related disciplines was put off 
by the feminist and Marxist messages emanating from sociology and the deconstruction 
agenda radiating from literary and cultural studies. 

Feeling like an academic without a subject, I thought that historical geography might 
provide a niche and, unexpectedly offered the chance to do research in Latin American 
historical geography at Oxford, accepted this despite having no knowledge of Spanish. I 
taught myself the language and how to use computer mapping programmes and 
dutifully set out for Mexico to collect demographic data from handwritten 19th century 
religious documents, the Bishops’ ‘visitas’, inspections of their dioceses. I found the 
experience of living in a different culture fascinating and took every opportunity to 
persuade people to take me to see the Mayan ruins, the haciendas, the thatched and 
adobe Mayan settlements in the jungle, as well as the idyllic and tranquil silver-sanded 
beaches (Cancun boasted only one hotel when I was there). Short of reading material in 
English and confined to the house at twilight as women travelling alone were anathema 
in Yucatan, I spent a great deal of time talking in our shared pidgin Spanish with the 
Mayan servants. I found their accounts of themselves very interesting, particularly the 
indigenous lifestyle; the close proximity of two distinctive racial groups and the very 
different social niches they occupied; and their understanding of the world from a 
perspective of a minimal education - basic literacy, possibly numeracy, certainly not 
history or geography or any higher level framework. I remember wishing that I could 
have been studying them rather than demography but lacked the confidence, the 
transport, and the finances for this and the background knowledge to understand that I 
was expressing a desire to undertake ethnographic research. The Mayans found me 
equally interesting as they could not place me in society as they understood it. I was 
clearly neither poor like them (a servant sharing their physical attributes, in traditional 
dress, fluent in Mayan) nor rich (I talked with them, cooked with them, handwashed my 
own lingerie to avoid them scrubbing it against a stone sink until it was spotless, wore 
frayed denim jeans and cheesecloth skirts rather than cashmere twin-sets, preferred to 
take local buses or walk everywhere rather than taxis, and most importantly spoke no 
Mayan and even worse Spanish than they did. If I demonstrated that I could speak 
English they dissolved into helpless laughter according this the status of ‘jibberish’). 
More confusingly I said that my home was further away than the United States and 
everyone knew that journey took three whole days on a coach (taking their loved ones 
to the end of the known world presumably) so how was this possible? Totally unaware 
of the constraints on ethnographers not to influence or alter the field I broadened their 
understanding of this bigger world, developing an interest in teaching adults. I also 
developed the skill of learning through two-way conversation rather than through direct 
interrogation - an early experimentation with ‘conversational interviewing’ that has 
been incredibly useful in action research when I wanted students to honestly criticize 
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my teaching and in the current doctorate when the free-style of this approach delivered 
data far richer than anticipated. 

Not wanting to be a Latin American specialist I took a job in publishing and worked 
alongside academics rather than as one for a decade, freelancing as I brought up my 
own family and becoming involved in their learning, their pre-schools and their schools. 
Eventually, like many of my study cohort, I developed an alternative career in the field 
of early years education. Frustrated with the increasing formalization of the educational 
process, I found in postmodern literature (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999: Usher & 
Edwards, 1994; Usher, Bryant & Johnston, 1997) an escape into intellectual ideas and 
an acceptance of diverse approaches and insisted in researching the impact of 
postmodern ideas for my PGCE in post-compulsory education rather than carrying out 
traditional action research. It was through this work that I began to see the importance 
of gesture, hesitations and incidental comments when interviewing people. Often it was 
these that conveyed discomfort with current policies and practices rather than any direct 
response. This experience sowed the seeds of my later interest in discourse and 
conversation analysis. 

Enrolling immediately afterwards on an Open University MA in Education I was able to 
choose three specialist units and undertake three different research projects. Studying 
children at play I extended my knowledge of intersubjective understanding, videoing 
children and coding the transcripts to indicate how gesture and ‘speech-as-interaction’ 
established meaning over and above the actual words spoken. As a non-participant 
observer I had the space to focus on the detail of the interaction but still no real 
understanding of the underpinning traditions of ethnomethodology from which this 
work derived, only studying Goffman (1959) and Garfinkel (Heritage, 1984) later as 
part of my PhD research. The second unit required an involvement in action research 
the procedural nature of which I actually dislike. I routinely ask for feedback about my 
teaching and intuitively make changes and find the formality unnecessary. Nevertheless, 
interviewing teenagers about my teaching style gave me useful practice in opening up 
difficult conversations and in coaxing-without-coercing shy people to be recorded. The 
final project, a research module in which I focused on graduacy in foundation degrees, 
broadened my knowledge of assessment but also came very close to ethnographic 
research as I observed classes and tutorials, interviewed students and evaluated their 
written assignments. I learnt some useful lessons about overdoing the permission 
process. Initially eighteen students agreed to take part but when I turned up with formal 
consent letters the students were overwhelmed and only four actually signed although I 
was still accepted as observer in the classroom. This project also gave me practice in 
maintaining confidentiality in research as at times I witnessed interactions that were 
quite personal and not always well-handled and had to be careful not to convey this 
impression to others. 

The stated epistemological framework of the MA was broadly socio-constructivist but 
underlain with more positivist connotations at times, something that I sensed rather than 
understood at the time. For instance, the child development module was shared between 
the disciplines of education and psychology and at assessment the formal practices of 
psychology dominated. In the final research module, Hammersley’s (see 1990) complex 
analytical structures for determining plausibility and credibility of evidence, struck me 
as very formalized, and this made sense only when I much later read Smith and 
Deemer’s (2000) attribution of his approach to neorealism. Indeed the formality of 
positivist research in general made sense when I read Smith and Deemer’s account that 
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explained how, post Hanson, empiricists were trying to ‘thread a line’ between 
constructivist epistemology and neorealist ontology, as their a priori separation of 
subject and object, made it logically difficult to explain how a ‘knowing subject’ could 
ever accurately encounter and describe an independent reality: ‘empiricists had 
developed a situation in which the referent point for judging claims to knowledge was, 
and could only be, that which was outside, and independently so, of the knower’ (ibid, 
p.878). Unable to achieve a philosophical solution to this paradox, empiricists turned to 
a methodological solution believing that procedures could circumvent concerns about 
subjectivity ‘and the knower would thereby gain an accurate, objective depiction of 
reality’ (ibid, p.879). The aim of ‘procedural objectivity’, very clearly expressed by 
Kerlinger (1979, p.264 in Smith & Deemer, 2000, p.879) was ‘to get the whole business 
outside of ourselves’. 

Thus I came to the PhD with a variety of experiences. As a practised teacher of adults 
and adolescents with significant personal tutoring experience and some counselling 
training I felt confident researching students’ lives. As a former managing editor I had a 
real desire to manage my own project and as a mature academic, a determination to use 
qualitative research in an unrestricted way. I was surprised to find that despite 
completing a methodology course, I had little real knowledge of the range of qualitative 
processes and determined to read widely, starting with a series of books written for the 
educational market (Griffith, 1998; Bassey, 1999; Ozga, 2000; McCulloch & 
Richardson, 2000; Goodson & Sykes, 2001; Clough, 2002) but quickly moving on to 
more specialized texts (Simons, 1980; Roberts, 1981; Eisner & Peshkin, 1990; Eisner, 
1991; Bryman & Burgess, 1994; Potter, 1996; Mourad, 1997; Clandinin & Connelly, 
2000; Phillips, 2000; Simons & Usher, 2000; Bryman, 2001; Flyvbjerg, 2001; Wengraf, 
2001; Delamont, 2002; Esterberg, 2002; Conteh et al, 2005; Manicas, 2006).  Keen to 
fill the gap between my undergraduate days and return to study I identified seminal 
works (eg: Stenhouse, 1975; Simons, 1980) and felt quite disappointed that I had 
effectively missed both the qualitative revolution and the ascendance of postmodernism. 
I would have enjoyed the ‘stickers’ war against behavioural objectives played out at the 
1972 Chicago Convention of the American Educational Research Convention 
(Stenhouse, 1975); to have witnessed two key American educational researchers, 
Cronbach and Campbell, independently and publicly reacting against dominant 
traditional positivist methods at the 1974 annual meeting of the American Psychological 
Association (De Landsheere, 1993); and to have read in real time the acrimonious 
dispute over the validity of a US National Opinion Research Centre study of sexual 
practices in 1995, and the hoax interdisciplinary publication by Sokal in the journal 
Social Text that he later exposed, rather than relying on Flyberg’s account (2001). Such 
episodes shake up the academic community and cause people to think afresh. I think 
that in place of this involvement, I constructed a personal change of paradigm through 
the literature. I set inductive against deductive, qualitative against quantitative, 
interpretative against positivist, and discarding dichotomies succumbed to the 
‘polysemous possibilities’ and the ‘mysterious slash’ of postmodernism for a while 
(Stronach & MacLure, 1997, pp.30,31). In part I was justifying my desire to write in the 
first person singular rather than adopt the passive ‘view from nowhere’ (Assiter’s, 1996, 
p.95, appropriation of Nagel’s 1986 term); in part asserting my freedom to choose. 

It was some time before I felt that I had caught up with the past and began to seriously 
explore the more currrent methodological publications. Indeed, it was my interest in 
conversation analysis that led me via work by Ten Have (1999) to Heritage’s study of 
Garfinkel (1984) and thereafter to Silverman (2004, 2005, 2006), Seale (1998), Mason 
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(2002), and Holstein and Gubrium (1995, 2004). I ploughed my way through the 
different ontological and epistemological perspectives, accepting reality but not 
scientific determinism, favouring diversity but not the ‘descent into relativism’, 
choosing the conceptualization of ‘knowledge’ over that of ‘knowing’. One Christmas 
vacation I borrowed all three editions of the Sage Qualitative Research Handbook 
(Denzin & Lincoln,1994, 2000, 2005) from the University library and traced the 
changing perspectives from one edition to the next, familiarizing myself with the full 
range of methods before deciding that some were too extreme - practically turning 
research into entertainment. I was surprised to find that I shared the ‘growing unease’ at 
the ‘drift from conventional scientific standards’ expressed by Marcus, Clough, Tierney 
and Silverman (Gergen & Gergen, 2000, p.1030). 

Exploring the realist position, I found that I could accept many of its underpinning 
propositions (in Manicas, 2006) but not what I term its linearity or sobriety, the lack of 
space for hunches and humour in the pursuit of causation. Whilst accepting the value of 
evidence I found my own view of what can be considered evidence to be far more 
interpretive and became aware that with human interactions I often value ‘intuition’ 
above ‘causal mechanisms’. Indeed earlier research into ‘intersubjectivity’ during 
children’s play had convinced me of the existence of something that you can see and 
feel happening but whose processes defy complete understanding. I found social-
constructionism too quick to refute a stable reality and liked the notion of plurality but 
could not really accept that anyone took deconstruction completely seriously after 
reading Stronach and Maclure’s (1997) fascinating exposé of postmodernism. Like 
Usher, Bryant and Johnston (1997, p.208) I came to believe that one should not view 
postmodernism as an ‘alternative paradigm’ in research but rather as an ‘injunction to 
be constantly vigilant’. 

Finally, I gave up trying to fit my beliefs into a particular research paradigm and 
decided instead to clarify my own ontological and epistemological beliefs. I quickly 
recognized that I think it inappropriate to conflate the physical and social worlds. As a 
geographer I hold a foundational belief in the existence of a physical world able to 
continue quite independently of human beings, albeit seriously challenged by, and 
influential upon, human activity. However, this belief in a partial ‘ontological reality’ – 
and even in the possibility of physically derived good-enough, if not universal, laws – in 
no way makes me a ‘neo-realist’. It does, perhaps predispose me towards a greater 
rationality than might otherwise have been the case. Certainly, I concur with Atkinson 
and Delamont’s views that ‘we need – more than ever before - principled, systematic, 
and disciplined ways of accounting for the social world and to the social world (2005, 
p.823) and noted in my ‘transfer of approval’ document that ‘while my studies confirm 
my decision to work within an interpretative framework, I am aware of the beliefs and 
boundaries established by other methodologies and this, I think, will make me less 
likely to violate good practice’. 

The elucidation of my views on the reality of the physical world, freed me to reconsider 
my beliefs about the social world and human knowledge. A firm believer in human 
agency – I can see that my epistemological position coincides with that of some social 
constructivists. Charmaz’ (2000) distinction between ‘objectivist and constructivist’ 
grounded theory positions constructivism in a ‘middle ground between postmodernism 
and positivism’ (ibid, p.510) and her description of how work ‘may remain at a more 
intuitive, impressionistic level than an objectivist approach’ (ibid, p.526) fits well with 
my own stated views about intuition. Thus for a while, I considered myself a partial 
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constructivist as I now occupied a defined ontological position - believing in a real 
physical world inhabited by humans who socially construct their own realities. Social 
constructivism, however, offers a view on humans creating knowledge and making 
sense of their world, not a rationale for data collection within the range of interpretive 
strategies. That required further deliberation. 

I was grateful that my supervisors allowed me space to read so widely as by the end I 
felt genuinely ready to move away from the ‘crisis of representation’ (Lincoln & 
Denzin, 1994, p.577) and discard ‘bricolage’ as too irrational. Sated with 
methodological ideas I decided on a new approach - simply to choose methods that 
fitted my purposes rather than adopt a specific approach. I reached a stage where the 
simplicity of an ‘emergent’ framework (Robson, 2002) and the freedom to choose a 
range of mixed-methods seemed truly attractive. 

The research process, for me, has demonstrated the importance of linking theory and 
practice. Merely reading methodological texts leaves one vulnerable to rhetorical 
arguments and exciting ideas just because they breach convention and stimulate new 
thoughts. Actually researching the lives of real people is a more serious matter 
demanding respect for participants, for the process and for oneself. Seale (2004, 
pp.379-340) claims that ‘something bigger is required to justify social research’ and 
that: ‘Commitment to the revelation of truth always had that “big” quality’. He is 
expressing concern about the frequent coincidence of epistemological relativism with 
political absolutism in this instance and, referring back to Weber, he argues for the 
importance of ‘careful scholarship, commitment to rigorous argument, attending to the 
links between claims and evidence, consideration of all viewpoints before taking a 
stance, asking and answering important rather than trivial research questions’ all points 
with which I concur. He also suggests that research could be reconceived as a ‘craft 
skill’, something one learns to do well rather than something motivated by ideological 
values and this idea fits well with my own experience of choosing what was needed as 
the research proceeded and I learnt from the process. 

Reading further (ibid, p.383) I was also relieved to find a suggestion that: 

... the reading of methodology (and going on methods courses) becomes a ‘time-out’ in a 
brain gymnasium for social researchers, in which research practitioners engage in quality-
strengthening exercises. 

This, I feel is how I have approached methodology through much of the thesis. I am 
genuinely interested in this as a topic, like to know what different labels mean and to 
understand their philosophical bases and methodological implications and, when the 
research became difficult, often took time out to read methodological texts for pleasure. 
However, in practical terms I want to be free to make decisions that meet a particular 
need rather than stay within artificially constructed methodological boundaries.  

Like Seale (ibid, p.387) I believe that: 

... good-quality research does not depend on the adoption of a particular philosophical or 
theoretical position, or on the commitment to particular political goals. 

Also that (ibid, p.388), there is a danger that following a prescribed ideological path can 
‘lead to a lack of respect for the “otherness” of the material we like to call data’. 
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Appendix 3b: Ethical considerations 

Before adopting and adapting traditional ethical conditions I spent some time 
considering the complexities of situated ethics and the claims of more specialized 
qualitative researchers that standardized criteria are inadequate for their purposes. For 
example, Denzin (1997, p.273; in Christians, 2005, p.148) believes that ‘restrictive 
definitions’ of ethics relegate ‘emotionality and intuition’ to a ‘secondary position’ and 
fail to address issues of ‘caring’. In an Epilogue to the Sage Qualitative Handbook, 3rd 

edition Lincoln and Denzin (2005, p.1123) describe the regulations as: 

Extremely useful, but out of date for the purposes of qualitative research and entirely 
useless for the development of culturally, racially, and ethnically sensitive methods. 

They refer to the American Association of University Professors’ view (2001) that 
standard protocols are ‘better suited to biomedical research than to social science’. 

I agree that the accepted protocols, to do no harm, to seek informed consent, to respect 
privacy, and to avoid deception (after Diener & Crandall, 1978; in Bryman, 2001, 
p.479) lack nuance but they still offer a basic framework on which to build. Avoiding 
harm is a vital aim but infringements are difficult to predict even with risk assessments 
and rigid protocols in place. For example, the UK trials of the antibody drug TGN1412 
on six healthy human males was bound by contemporary protocols for medical research 
but resulted in serious harm to some of the individuals concerned (Marshall, 2006). 
Also, truly achieving informed consent ‘is easier said than done’ (Homan, 1991, p.73; in 
Bryman, 2001, p.481) and research frequently transgresses in minor ways: 
underestimating time scales, minimizing detail in order to prevent contamination of 
data, changing direction midway as different issues arise within the data. With covert 
projects transgression may be greater but the participants may never be aware of this. 
However, in instances where a degree of concealment is necessary for the research to be 
natural, participants may be debriefed after the event so that they can then choose 
whether to stay in the project. 

The consent form is a ‘crude tool’ making the ‘power relations’ between the researcher 
and researched ‘concrete’ (Smith, 2005, p.99). Indeed, many feminist, postmodern and 
critical researchers express concerns over the power imbalance within the research 
process. Olesen (2005, p.255) describes Finch’s (1984) fears that participants ‘hungry 
for social contact’ will take part for the wrong reasons. I shall need to be wary that my 
students do not participate purely to please me, their former tutor. Oleson reports 
Opie’s (1992) and Reay’s (1996) concerns that their research is ‘stealing women’s 
words’; Kitzinger’s and Wilkinson’s (1997) fears that they may challenge women’s 
views when they ‘do not accord with feminist perspectives’. Preferring to construct 
interviews and texts collaboratively and professing joint ownership of data such 
researchers question the purpose of a consent requirement. However, an informal 
approach can also create problems. Oleson (2005, p.255) identifies feminist concerns 
that ‘professional and research roles may conflict’ (Bell & Nutt, 2002; Field, 1991) and 
draws attention to the ‘blurred boundaries between research and counseling’ (Birch & 
Miller, 2000).  

Where the research project plans to probe sensitive topics there should be protocols in 
place detailing boundary issues and support mechanisms (eg: counselling) to which the 
participant can be directed. Where legal infringements may be an issue, eg: child 
protection or domestic violence, it must be made clear to participants that 
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confidentiality cannot be maintained. In such areas, the formality of traditional 
protocols assists the researcher in carrying out a difficult task. In any interview situation 
there is always the possibility of disclosure of information that may later be regretted. 
Although I stated that the early part, probably most of the interview, will be led by the 
interviewee I am aware as lecturer and tutor of strategies to steer students away from 
risky and irrelevant subjects. In the unlikely event that the need arises, I know the 
procedures for finding students professional help and the impossibility of maintaining 
secrecy over issues that relate to child protection or family violence. I am aware that 
many feminists see interviews as two-way conversations and, adopting that interactive 
philosophy, may choose to offer personal insights but will take care that my comments 
never intentionally lead participants into difficult areas. Nor, should problems arise, 
would I treat a participant’s concerns dismissively. Christians (2005, p.149) offers a 
number of references to feminists espousing an ethics of care (Gilligan, 1982; 
Noddings, 1984; Wood, 1994; Steiner, 1991, 1997) and I shall take care to act within 
this philosophy. 

With regard to privacy, the issue is often one of anonymity or confidentiality and this 
may result at any stage: sample selection, transcription or the reporting of findings. This 
is an area of considerable concern to qualitative researchers. Deleting names or using 
pseudonyms cannot always guarantee anonymity; the researcher must take care not to 
identify groups through revealing his/her own professional affiliation, too accurate 
depiction of a geographical location or timescale, or through too open a discussion with 
friends and colleagues about ongoing work. Individual identities within groups must 
also be protected which may mean obscuring telling details that isolate participants in 
minority categories. On occasion specifying a participant’s gender, ethnicity, age, 
occupation or marital status may be enough for others to identify individuals within a 
cohort. The need to conceal identity has led some researchers to ‘fictionalize’ data. 
Indeed Peter Clough, has experimented with methodologies for educational research 
that rely entirely on narrative fictions in response to the ‘crisis of representation’. He 
claims that this approach allows the researcher to tell difficult stories without 
compromising participant identities. 

… stories can provide a means by which those truths, which cannot otherwise be told, are 
uncovered. The fictionalization of educational experience offers researchers the 
opportunity to import fragments of data from various real events in order to speak to the 
social consciousness – thus providing the protection of anonymity to the research 
participants without stripping away the rawness of real happenings (Clough, 2002, p.8). 

However, I found myself reluctant even to consider this approach, aware that within a 
more positivist paradigm, this could be construed as falsification of evidence. The 
boundary between fictionalization and deception is a grey one and deception, according 
to Bryman (2001, p.484), is largely discouraged because it is intrinsically ‘not a nice 
thing to do’ and because it is likely to ‘endanger the reputation of social research’. The 
concept applies more to covert than overt research and may be handled by debriefing 
participants after the event and asking them if they still want to take part. If the potential 
benefits to society are believed to outweigh the negative effects on the participant 
sometimes a ‘modicum’ of deception or omission is allowed (Christians, 2005, p.145). 
However, I believe that it is better avoided when there is nothing to prevent the 
researcher from managing the process openly. 

Research within identifiable groups can present additional problems if one member 
offers information that relates to another (Smith, 2005, p.99). This may be an issue in 
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my research if students want to talk about other students in the cohort or in the childcare 
setting. I must also be careful to maintain professional boundaries. I want to probe 
students’ contextual and residual knowledge of education by recording in their own 
words their understanding of some of the issues that my own study of the historical 
context suggests to be important. Such probing must be carried out sensitively and I 
must take care not to patronize or destroy confidence by inappropriate handling of 
responses. Nor must I influence what participants say by encouraging or discouraging 
particular responses through the normal ‘teacher’ non-verbal prompts. Adults, like 
school children, seek approval from their teaching staff and look to see if they are 
offering the right answer. 

I would argue for the need to respond pragmatically to the realities of the research 
experience and to build trust between researcher and participants. When dealing with 
human contacts there will always be an element of ‘situated ethics’; the notion that 
ethics are ‘local and specific to particular practices’ and require individual researchers 
to make their own decisions to fit their own circumstances. As Simons and Usher (2000, 
p.2) state: 

Researchers cannot avoid weighing up often conflicting considerations and dilemmas 
which are located in the specificities of the research situation and where there is a need to 
make ethical decisions but where those decisions cannot be reached by appeal to 
unambiguous and univalent principles or codes. 

Situated ethics, therefore, place the responsibility with the researcher rather than 
allowing him/her to hide behind protocols so actually this is a much fairer and humane 
way of dealing with issues that arise. For me, an underpinning concern is to be 
especially aware of the risks of pursuing my own interests without due consideration of 
the needs of the interviewees. I fully concur with Schwandt (1993, in Stake, 2005, 
p.459) that 

Something of a contract exists between the researcher and the researched: a disclosing 
and protective covenant, usually informal but best not silent, a moral obligation. 

Some ethnographers, who normatively observe or interact with people, express ethical 
considerations in terms of principles rather than protocols and this offers additional 
sensitivity. For instance, the Guidelines for Ethical Research in Indigenous Studies, 
2000 (in Smith, 2005, p.100) written for the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Studies to ‘connect the notion of ethical principles with human 
rights’, suggested three main principles: 

• Consultation, negotiation, and mutual understanding 
• Respect, recognition, and involvement 
• Benefits, outcomes and agreement 

The personal qualities of the researcher are centrally important: ‘The abilities to enter 
preexisting relationships; to build, maintain, and nurture relationships; and to strengthen 
connectivity are important research skills’ (Smith, 2005, p.97). 

I claim that such principles and qualities of respect are embedded within my practices as 
teacher, researcher and as a member of society and it is this ‘integrity’ that will 
ultimately protect the interests of the research participants. 
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Appendix 3c: Participant information sheet 

Hazel Wright ALSS Anglia Ruskin University September 2006 

What am I doing? 
I am registered for a Doctorate (PhD) at Anglia Ruskin University in the Department of 
Sociology and Humanities. 
The area I am researching is Adult Education. 

I am interested in exploring the full range of benefits (and problems) that students, like 
yourself, encounter when attending an adult training course. I am interested in both 
immediate and long term benefits. These may take a number of forms: 

• some may be very obvious, like a career promotion, 
• others may be more personal, like you feel more confident, 
• others may relate to your family, like you now know how to help your child with 

reading,  
• others may be less direct, like you now run the PTA. 

Who am I doing it to? 
I would like to interview a large number of former childcare students (Diploma 
students) to find out what you all feel (good and bad) about your training course.  

How will I do it? 
I would like to tape record an interview with you so that I can type up an accurate 
record of what has been said but I could just make notes if you prefer. I would then give 
your interview record a number so that no-one but myself could ever find out who had 
said what. 

Later I would analyse all the interviews to see what kinds of themes emerge. I might 
want to ask some of you to get together to discuss these themes in more detail – but you 
can say no to that idea if you don’t fancy it. 

Why am I doing it? 
Because I want the PhD qualification and because I would like to write some journal 
articles, even a book, on the topic. 

Because I believe in adult education and would like to see more money spent on it and 
more courses available for people to choose from. 

How can you find out more? 
I have two main supervisors, Professor Tom Ling and Dr Janet McKenzie. 
You can contact them if you have any concerns or need further information: 
c/o School of Sociology and Humanities, Anglia Ruskin University, Cambridge. 

If you wish to contact me to discuss your interview, to ask questions, or to withdraw 
from the research my contact details are: [deleted] 
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Appendix 3d: Participant consent form 

Hazel Wright ALSS Anglia Ruskin University September 2006   [address deleted] 

Dear 
As you know, I am researching Adult Education within the Department of Sociology and 
Humanities at Anglia Ruskin University in Cambridge for a doctorate qualification. 

If you are prepared to help me carry out research for my part-time PhD please complete, sign 
and return the form below, keeping this part for your own reference. 

If you choose to take part, I guarantee that the information you give will be treated as 
confidential: 
• only the researcher will listen to taped interviews and these will be stored safely in a 

lockable cabinet 
• tape transcripts, background questionnaires and any material held on the researcher’s 

personal computer will be identified by numerical code or a false name, not your 
name. 

• any material used in the PhD thesis, any subsequent publications or teaching sessions 
will be made anonymous and generalized so that no-one can link opinions or data to 
any individual. 

Please feel free to share any concerns or ask any questions that arise about the project. 

Please also be aware that you have the right to withdraw from the project at any point should 
you feel the need, but I hope for your continued support! 

Yours sincerely, 

Hazel R Wright, September 2006 

Consent to participate in Doctorate Research Project 

Response from: ...................................................... 
 (Please ring) 

• I agree to take part in Hazel Wright’s research into Adult Education. Yes / No 
• I have read and understand the Participant Information Sheet. Yes / No 
• I understand that the information I give will be treated as confidential: 
- only the researcher will listen to taped interviews and these will be stored 

safely in a lockable cabinet 
- tape transcripts, background questionnaires and any material held on the
  researcher’s personal computer will be identified by numerical code or a
  false name, not my name. 
- any material used in the PhD thesis, any subsequent publications or teaching 

sessions will be made anonymous and generalized so that no-one can link 
opinions or data to any individual. Yes / No 

• I understand that I can withdraw from the project at any time without having 
to give reasons. Yes / No 

signed .............................................. date ..................... phone no ..................................... 
address................................................................................................................................. 
postcode ....................................................... email ........................................................... 
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Appendix 3e: Contact letter [College address removed] 

Hi [Date removed] 

I am contacting you for two reasons! 

Firstly, to remind you that we will be offering [courses listed here] if you have staff to train. 

Secondly, to ask you to help with my research into adult education. You can do this by answering 
the questions on the two data sheets and returning them in the SAE. All answers will be anonymous 
in any research report. 

Please take a few minutes to complete the questions even if you see your answers as irrelevant or 
negative. Every answer helps! 

Hope all is well with you and your family. Thank you for your help, 

Hazel Wright 

Q1 What have you done since completing the Diploma? 
 (eg: paid/voluntary work, study, travel, clubs, activities, political/community involvement) 

Q2 Are there any changes to your personal/familial circumstances that you want to share? 
(eg: marriage/separation/divorce, new baby, children leaving home, promotion, redundancy, 
illness, bereavement, winning the pools!) 

Q3 How did studying in college affect/influence your life and work choices (if at all?) 

Q4 What is your current job if any? 

Q5 Roughly how much do you earn per year from childcare? 
Leave blank if you prefer not to answer this! Otherwise, please underline the relevant figure. 

0-£3k 4-6k 7-9k 10-12k 13-15k 16-18k 19-21k 22-24k 25-27k 28k plus 

Q6 How many hours per week do you work in childcare? ____________ 
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Student Expectations 
Please think back to when you started the Diploma Course 
Think as broadly as possible. Consider personal aspirations eg: confidence; work plans; family 
matters; community involvement. 

Q7 I enrolled on the Diploma course because 

Q8 I expected the course to help me to 

Q9 I hope(d) the qualification will/would enable me to 

Please use this box to update your contact details 

Any address changes………………………………………………………………………… 

……………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

New postcode ……………………………… Mobile……………………………………… 

Phone……………………………………….. Email ………………………………………. 



 

 

 
     

   
 

 
    

 
 
        

 
            
 
 
    

 
 
      

 
             
       
 
              
                            
 
           

 
   
 
              
 
   
 
              
 
 
 

 
                
 
   
 
        
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
     
 
     

 

277 
Appendix 3f: Student profile 
Adult Education Research Project 
Hazel Wright 

Please answer all the questions 

• Marital status at the start of the Diploma course: 

single ____ married _____ separated _____ divorced _____ widowed _____ 

• Year of birth _________ 

• Number of children (if any) __________

 Girls (List years of birth) _______ _______ _______ _______ _______ 

Boys (List years of birth) _______ _______ _______ _______ _______ 

• Experience of working with children ___________ years (total to 2007) 

Paid work in: 

a pre-school ____ a day nursery ____ a school ____ other _____________ 

Voluntary work in: 

a pre-school ____ a day nursery ____ a school ____ other _____________ 

• Qualifications 

The Diploma was my first significant qualification yes _____ no _____

 I already had: 

 CSEs, GCSEs, O levels, NVQ2 _______ 

A levels, NVQ _______ 

A degree _______ 

A teaching qualification _______ 

Professional qualifications (eg: C&G, nursing, accountancy etc) 

Please specify __________________________________________________ 
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• Please specify your nationality _____________________________ 

• Please describe your ethnicity by underlining as many options as are 
relevant or adding others: 

Black  White Asian British European N American S American Indian 

African Chinese Japanese Canadian Australian _________ __________ 

• Please tick all the statements that are relevant to you. 

I work in childcare because: 

___  the hours suit my family commitments 

___  it was a natural progression from looking after my own children 

___ my family needs the income 

___ my partner’s income allows me not to worry about how much I earn 

___  this is my chosen career 

___  I worked in childcare before having my own children 

___  it is good experience for when I have my own children 

___  I like working with young children 

___  I like working in my local community 

–––  I like the independence from working in the voluntary sector 

–––  I lack the qualifications to do anything else 

–––  childcare is an area in which I feel confident, having had my own children 

___  the ‘setting’ offered me work without me asking for it 

___  I lack the transport to work further afield 

___  I lack the confidence to try something different 

Other reasons: 
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Appendix 3g: Diploma completers’ questionnaire 
Please answer as fully as possible (Replies will be anonymous in any report) 

Comment on education 
What does it mean to your family? To you? 

What is the purpose of education? 

Comment on the course 
How did you find…. 
- the course content 

- the teaching style 

- the assessment 

- the college atmosphere 

Comment on the course’s social significance 
Has it affected how you relate to: 

- your own children 

- their teachers 

- the children you work with 

- the parents you work with 

- colleagues 

- the wider community 

Will you keep in touch with any of the other students? How? 
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Comment on your feelings 
How do you feel now you have almost finished the course? 

Comment on the impact on the family 
How did your family feel about you studying? 

Have they benefited at all from your studying? 

Comment on the impact on the workplace 
How did you workplace support your study (if at all)? 

How will they benefit from your study? 

Comment on your learning 
Tell me something you learned that is important. Why? 

Tell me something you learned that is useful. Why? 

Is there anything you learned that bothers you? 

Has the course changed you in any way? 

Will/has it opened any doors for you? 
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Appendix 3g (alternative version) Diploma current students questionnaire 

ID code: …………. 
Dear Student 
I am contacting you to ask you to help with my research into adult education. You can do 
this by answering the questions on the two data sheets. The information will be analysed 
anonymously so the details that you give me will not be traceable to you in any research 
report. Thank you, Hazel Wright 

For volunteers 
Q1 How many hours do you work per week?................................... 

Q2 Do they ask you to help set up and tidy away at the start and end of sessions…… 

Q3 Does the group involve you in planning and other meetings? .............................. 

For paid staff 
Q4 What is your current job title?.................................................................................. 

Q5  In what type of setting? (please ring) 

Primary school Nursery school Pre-school Day nursery Creche 

Q6 What is your hourly rate of pay?………………………….. 

Q7 How many hours do you work per week? .............................................. 

Q8 How much time do you spend setting up / tidying away? ………………………….. 

Q9 Are you paid for this? ………………………………….. 

Q10 Do you get additional hours for planning/record keeping/ admin? ................. 

If yes, how many? ................................... Are they paid? .................................. 

Q11 Do you work term time only?........... If not, how many weeks do you work?........... 

Q12 How many weeks paid holiday do you get? ................................ 

Q12 Are you paid: Weekly……   Monthly (for 10m) …….  Monthly (for 12m)……… 

Q13 Roughly how much do you earn per year from childcare? 
Leave blank if you prefer not to answer this! Otherwise, please underline the relevant figure. 

Under £3k 4-6k 7-9k 10-12k 13-15k 16-18k 19-21k 22-24k 25-27k over 28k 

Q14 Do you supplement this income with other work ………………….. 

Please specify ………………………………………………………………………. 

Q15 Will you get a pay rise when you complete the course? .......... How much? ........... 
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For everyone 

Think as broadly as possible when answering these questions.  

Q16 I enrolled on the Diploma course because ….. 

Q17 I expected the course to help me to ….. 

Q18 My long term plans are….. 

Q19 Please tick one of the following. 

It was my decision to enrol on the course…….. 

My group suggested that I enrol on the course……… 

I had to enrol on the course in order to do/get my job ……… 
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Appendix 3h: Interview schedule 

(PURPOSES) 

What does education mean to you and your family? 
Does it matter? 

About the Diploma 

Vocational/liberal 
Why did you sign up for the course? 

Did you consider alternative courses? 

How did you hear about it? 

Did it matter that it was job related? 

Did you have career plans in mind at the outset? 

Barriers 
Were there difficulties you had to overcome to do the course? 

What part did cost and funding play in your decision? 

Retro-expectations 
Did you have a clear idea what the course was about? 

Did the course help you learn the things you expected to learn? 

Did it leave out things you expected to learn? 
Does this matter? 

Did it broaden you horizons in way you did not anticipate? 
Does this matter? 

Subjugation of women 
What is your response to these questions? 

Is training to work in childcare a career opportunity? 
Or are we just helping women move from unpaid to underpaid carer? 

(rephrased from Clarke Deconstructing Domestication, in Harrison, 2002. p.63). 
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(PROCESSES) 

What was it like being a student? 
How did it compare with other experiences? 

Tell me about getting ready for a college day. 
How hard was it to get to college? 

How did you find time to write assignments? 
Did you find it easy to understand what you had to do? 

Utility 
Can you describe the ‘ethos’ of the course? 

What were the good and bad elements? 

How could any of these have been improved? 

Which topics on the course did you find most useful? 
Were you able to take new ideas back into the workplace and share them with other 
staff? 

Were there any topics that helped you grow as a person? 

Support 
How did your family feel about you studying? Did they support you? 

How did your workplace support your study? Did they support you? 

Did you have to give anything up in order to study? 

Marginality 
How did you feel about being an all female group? 

What about the mix of age, ability, cultures, experience, parenting? 

Did you feel you had similar status to the teenage students in college? 

Did you have specific needs as adults? 
Were these met? 
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(CONSEQUENCES) 

On completion of the course, did your life change in any way? 
What did it feel like to pass? Did you celebrate? Whom did you tell? 
Did you feel different? Did you get a pay rise? 

Did the course open any doors for you? 

What have you done since? 

Over the longer period, have you made any decisions or changes as a result of studying? 

Practice 
Do you do / see anything differently? 
Do you work differently? 

Have you been able to put any new ideas into practice? 
Make changes in the workplace? 

Do you notice / question changes in educational policy as a result of studying? 

How/do you keep in touch with new ideas? 
Did you do that before studying? 
Do you feel more able to learn by yourself? 

Did learning about equality of opportunity affect the way you think about difference? 

Residual knowledge 
Tell me something you learned that is still important? 

Tell me something you learned that is still useful? 

Is there anything you learned that still bothers you? 

Relationships 
As a parent has the course affected how you relate to: 
- your children 
- other parents and their children 
- other practitioners and teachers 
- the wider community 

As a childcare worker has the course affected how you relate to: 
- other children 
- other parents and their children 
- other practitioners and teachers 
- the wider community 

Are you still in contact with any of the other students? If so, how and whom? 
What are your plans for the future? (Within or outside of childcare) 

What is the purpose of education? 
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Appendix 3i: Exemplifying strategies in action 

D44 - using free-association techniques to probe the truth 

Here the interview was allowed to unroll naturally and I sensed the student was building 
up to an insight that mattered. The ‘jest’ that ‘she left there amicably’ prompted the 
student to refute this misunderstanding. 

H. Really, so when did you start the agency work? 
I. When [X] went to school, yes. 
H. What was the reason for that? 
I. I think I had become a bit frustrated with the committee-run pre-school situation - can I 
make my point? (H. Yes.) It seems to be a national problem that we have pre-schools run 
by committees of very willing but not necessarily educationally educated parents that 
change -you know they have to change and it seem that just when they have got to know 
enough they go and the next lot take over so it is a sort of committee of amateurs telling -
what have to be trained staff now - what to do which does seem to be, well I found it 
frustrating and also once my daughter started fulltime education I was able to work more 
hours so hopefully earn a bit more. 
H. That was interesting - you say it was frustrating - can you give specific examples? 
I. I think criticisms as well, being criticized and you think well ‘that’s not fair and it isn’t 
necessarily justified’ - criticism I think. 
H. What personal ones? 
I. Yes that as well.  
H. Informally or in appraisals? 
I. In appraisals as well, yes. 
H. Yes that would be irritating - you are the qualified one and they are... 
I. Yeah. 
H. So you left there amicably and went to an agency? 
I. Yes, not necessarily amicably. I sort of. I resigned but I don’t think they were too 
pleased with me at the time - both of them (laughs) shall we cut that bit? No, I don’t think 
I had been doing quite what they wanted. I had appraisals that were critical and em, it just 
seemed to be very critical and I thought I had done what they wanted so I was glad to be 
out of it in the end. 
H. So you started it in September with the agency. 

Later, the student admits to encountering communication difficulties. 

D44: I think I am a bit awkward really. (…) I think I’m, oh dear, I seem to be - like now 
- stuck for words sometimes and quite awkward with people and I think that is just a 
personal thing really 

I ask if the course content on working with parents helped, she replies ‘I think it 
probably did but I need more’. Following my own intuition, I ask ‘Do you think you 
like the agency work because it involves moving on?’ and get an affirmative answer and 
a comment that ‘I tend to steer away from grown ups’. Although some may discount 
this response as I was clearly asking a leading question others would feel that that was 
an acceptable strategy. Much later in the interview, however, in the context of having 
flexibility to care for her own children when they are ill, D44 independently refers to the 
practicality of agency work where ‘nobody gets too fed up with me if I move on’ 
suggesting an assimilation and acceptance of that idea. At this point it is impossible to 
inhere influence to the interviewer. 
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F88 - the importance of keeping/embedding comments in the overall narrative 

F88: I think the qualifications give you the confidence, er, and I’m not saying that I’m 
any better at it for having them than I was before but I think it gives YOU the confidence 
to know that you know that you’ve got the background. 

This quotation demonstrates how important it is not to fragment the data. A detached 
reading of the phrase ‘I’m not saying that I’m better at it for having them than I was 
before’ might interpret this as ambivalence towards the value of the training. I would 
argue that to be incorrect. F88 knows that I have spent the morning in her setting talking 
to her colleagues and know that she has a great deal of respect for two slightly older 
ladies working in the group who have no formal qualification in childcare. Later in the 
interview she makes her point explicitly but if I had merely coded and processed that 
data I might have failed to recognize its significance. 

F88: A lot of the staff here - not so much now because we have got some new members 
of staff - but when I first took the Diploma the staff was of an older age group and didn’t 
feel prepared - well hadn’t got, they hadn’t got much longer within their working years 
and didn’t feel that they wanted to take something like that on board. Em but that’s not 
saying that they can’t do the job. They haven’t got the qualification - letters - behind but 
they can do, they’re as good as, you know, as I am in doing the job. But I think it’s sad:: 
that, em, there will come a time when they won’t be able to because of the legislation 
coming in. 
H. Right are you talking about the people that I met today. (I. Um) Have they not got 
qualifications? 
I. The two of them haven’t… 
H. Neither of [them?] 
I. [No.] 

H125 - dealing with muddled thinking by discounting ‘splitting’ and recognizing 
association 

H125 expresses a sincere ‘attachment’ to the children, talking of ‘respecting all 
children’ and wanting to ‘be able to help every child’ and shows a real concern for 
individual children’s needs. She talks about wanting to share a simple baby book with a 
Chinese child who cannot understand group stories and therefore resorts to ‘poking the 
other children’ and of how she ‘could not stand the thought of children stood there and 
not doing anything’ because the range of provision is not sufficient. H125 completed the 
Diploma on her third attempt. It is ironic that given her motivation: 

H125: I just wanted to pass, that’s all I ever wanted, so that my job was my job, and I 
could stay there 

she was no longer working in the group when I interviewed her. I am not sure why not. 
She offered a number of contradictory reasons throughout the interview and was openly 
regretful when I ask did she take a long time to decide to go or just give up quickly: 

H125: No it took a lot of time because I never wanted to leave. Never wanted to leave. I 
mean half of me regrets it now. 

On the one hand she relates her leaving to the children: 

H125: That’s why I had to leave. I was getting too involved, 
H125: I’ve left and you can’t go back on your word can you. You can’t do that to the 
children when you have told them. 
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On the other hand she clearly has issues with colleagues: 

H125: I can’t carry on fighting all the time. 
H125: I couldn’t go to work being unhappy. And every time, every day I was in there, 
there was somebody moaning. 

Perhaps she was simply exhausted - she talked of needing some space. She had been 
working in the pre-school for 13 years with a colleague who had been there 30 years 
and disliked change. She was clearly annoyed with the group as she joked about how to 
‘really annoy them totally’ by offering casual childcare but at the end of the interview 
she also said: ‘you never know I may be back there again’. I cannot substantiate this but 
felt that she was trying to force the group to invite her back on her own terms. Certainly 
the interaction with parents - looking after individual children who should be at the 
group - suggested a belief that they might support her case. H125 was hard to fathom as 
her plans were a mixture of idealism and realism. At one moment she was talking about 
setting up a crêche for Tesco, of working at the local hospital, buying the pre-school 
outright if she won the lottery or claiming that she would be an excellent reception 
teacher. At another she admitted ‘I’m a bit scared and don’t know what way to go’, 
logically reasoning: 

H125: Because I couldn’t make it work there and it’s such a small place. 

I suspect but feel uncomfortable about finding out whether there has been a poor 
inspection. At one point she mentioned ‘I’m really rebelling against Ofsted at the 
moment’. Later she described her fantasy to redesign the pre-school: 

H125: I’ll have a lovely little garden done that’s entertaining, not just boring with areas 
that Ofsted could really pick so much fault in it is unbelievable… 

When I ask if indeed they have done that she skirts the subject but does talk about how 
children can hide in the conifers and how she encourages this exploration: 

H125: Me being me put these little popup tents in there so that they have actually got 
somewhere to go and you can’t keep an eye on them. 

An associative analysis suggests a link between Ofsted’s comments and her own 
making me think that she has been criticized for poor supervisory practice, putting 
excitement before safety. Early in the interview she complains that no-one else bothers: 

H125: Well, I could do it all on my own but why should I? 

This could imply that she felt culpable because no-one else made any effort. 
Later however, she less defiantly proposed that: 

H125: If you’ve got the piece of paper that says you are qualified you have got to make 
sure that you live up to that standard. 

Maybe she felt that she had failed to do this. I could find that out quite easily through 
the internet or personal contacts but actually feel this would be inappropriate. H125 has 
parried my various attempts to access the truth. It does not feel ethical to use external 
sources when my intention was to ascertain students’ perspectives. Readers must study 
the quotations themselves and decide whether they accept my possible interpretation, 
bearing in mind that the comments are taken out of context and that even conversation 
analysis transcription fails to capture whimsy. 
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Appendix 3j: Coding conventions used in conversation analysis 

Conversation Analysis, as refined by Sack’s colleague Jefferson (Ten Have, 1999) uses 
set conventions to capture non-verbal aspects of conversation. Where appropriate I have 
adopted these directly, as it would complicate matters to alter these for no good reason. 

Thus I use underlining to indicate a stressed word, CAPITALS to indicate raised voices 
and colons to record e:::::longated syllables. (.hhh) and (hhh) indicate inward and 
outward sighs, and round brackets observations (other than speech), empty brackets ( ) 
indicate talk too inaudible to capture, and ˚ precedes and follows speech uttered softly. 

I use the sign = to depict an immediate response or cut in as in: 
H. Blah, blah= 
I. = Blah 

The convention of square brackets indicates overlapping speech, when speakers talk 
simultaneously, neither listening to the other: 

H. [Yes it is] 
I. [What do you mean?] 

Generally the speech is set out as consecutive turns, with H. used to identify my own 
contribution, I. to label that of the interviewee. As it is the analysis of the relationship 
between adjacency pairs, missed turns and preference or dispreference that is important 
to discover hidden meanings this normative structure is vital to analysis. However, 
counting pauses in tenths of seconds seems unnecessarily quantitative and rather than 
indicating missed turns conventionally with a floating bracketed time eg: (0.2) I have 
chosen to draw attention to the missing turn by labelling the gap with an H. or I. and 
have merely used brackets and full points to indicate pauses, letting the number of stops 
roughly indicate the length of the pause.  

Thus (.) would represent a brief hesitation, (……..) a lengthy one and (…) something in 
between. 

H. Is that important to you? 
I. (……..) 
H. Do you think it matters that … 

indicates a significant failure to respond followed by a legitimate prompt, something 
which transcribed without Conversation Analysis conventions might appear to be 
simple repetition. 

When considering interjections and affirmations or denials however, I chose to set aside 
the conventions of turntaking and overlap. Fundamental to my discussion of 
intersubjectivity is the realization that both conversational participants negotiate shared 
meaning by accommodating these within a speech turn. The interjector instinctively 
recognises a potential interstice and fills it, the speaker accepts and allows this but 
without losing the gist of their continuing turn. On paper such exchanges appear so: 

H. Did you find that was important (I. Yes, yes) to your final decision? 

This empathetic interspersion of prompts and collusion/rejections in my opinion 
demonstrates the co-construction of knowledge and recognizes power equality. Neither 
party feels the need for deferral to the other (which I think might happen in a formal 
interview procedure) and these interspersions occur within the turns of both interviewer 
and interviewee. 
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Appendix 3k: Authority claims, an overview 

Within the positivist paradigm the value of individual research projects was judged 
according to their reliability (the extent to which standardized procedures were used) 
and their validity (‘the accuracy and truthfulness of the findings’) (Altheide & Johnson, 
1994, p.487). Once research moved away from this ‘realist’ standpoint, assessing the 
authority of different practices and findings became much more problematic, 
precipitating what Lincoln and Denzin (1994, p.578) termed the ‘crisis of legitimation’. 

Guba and Lincoln, discussing competing paradigms in the first Handbook of Qualitative 
Research (1994, p.114), clearly articulate the traditional criteria for judging scientific 
inquiry, the ‘benchmarks of “rigor” ’. They also describe their early efforts to 
reformulate the criteria under the general heading trustworthiness, to suit constructivist 
approaches. For simplicity of comparison, these two sets of criteria are linked below 
with the positivist description preceding the italicized constructivist term. 
Internal validity (isomorphism of findings with reality) or credibility; 
external validity (generalizability) or transferability; 
reliability (in the sense of stability) or dependability; 
objectivity (distanced and neutral observer) or confirmability; together compose the 
constructivist concept of trustworthiness. 
A second constructivist term, authenticity embodies the criteria of fairness and in part 
derives from critical theory. 
Ontological authenticity (enlarges personal constructions); 
educative authenticity (leads to improved constructions of others); 
catalytic authenticity (stimulates to action); 
tactical authenticity (empowers action). 

However, as Guba and Lincoln themselves note (1994, p.114), ‘although these criteria 
have been well-received, their parallelism to positivist criteria makes them suspect’. 
This is a viewpoint supported by other non-positivist researchers. For example, 
Janesick, already questioning the ‘trinity’ of validity, generalizability and reliability in 
1994 (p.216), is by 2000 (p.393) of the opinion that they should remain within the 
quantitative paradigm and researchers should find ‘language that more accurately 
captures the complexity and texture of qualitative research’. The objective detachment 
of the constructivist terminology was at odds with subjective orientations so researchers 
working within the feminist, critical, poststructuralist, postmodernist, and cultural 
studies perspectives sought other means of justifying their methodologies, ones that 
allowed and encouraged contextual knowledge and subjective understandings and saw 
bias as an important personal stance to be investigated and acknowledged rather than a 
weakness to be eradicated. 

From a feminist perspective, Oleson (1994, p.165) claimed biases can be evoked as 
‘resources to guide data gathering or creating’ if the researcher is sufficiently reflexive. 
However, she also describes Finch and Mason’s (1990) belief that one should also work 
to refute a claim, a version of Popper’s idea of falsifiability deriving from positivist 
ideology. Morse (1994, pp.230-31) suggests a number of methods to ensure rigour in 
qualitative research: appropriateness, the selection of data that meets the needs of the 
study; adequacy, the notion that one should continue to investigate a question until there 
is enough ‘evidence’ to support a claim; Halpern’s (1983) plea to maintain an ‘audit 
trail’; Glaser’s earlier (1978) notion of verification by secondary informants; and 
considered but discounted the idea of using ‘multiple raters’ as this is antithetical to 
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grounded theory research where the main rater needs to be immersed in the data and 
may, therefore, see connections that an incidental verifier could not hope to recognize. 

From feminist, postmodern and critical perspectives, Lather (1991; in Kincheloe & 
McLaren, 1994, p.152) introduced the concept of catalytic validity, research is valid if it 
helps people achieve self-understanding in order to change their world for the better. In 
1993 (in Denzin, 1994, p.510) Lather suggested five new ‘transgressive’ forms of 
validity: reflexive, ironic, neopragmatic, rhizomatic and situated (later reduced to four 
as the first and fifth are merged). In a footnote to the conclusion of Handbook 1 (1994, 
p.585) Lincoln and Denzin defined these as follows: Reflexive, describes a text’s 
attempts to challenge its own validity claims; Ironic [also termed simulacra], compares 
the strengths and weaknesses of competing claims without attributing superiority to any; 
Neopragmatic [later termed paralogical], foregrounds dissensus and undermines the 
researchers’ claims to answers; Rhizomatic, present multi-voiced texts each redefining 
the situation; Situated [later termed voluptuous], imagines a feminist viewpoint in 
contrast to the dominant male one. 

This explanation of ‘situated’ is by example rather than by definition. The concept as 
theorized by Donna Harraway (1988; in Gergen & Gergen, 2000, p.1032) recognizes 
the particularity of truth; that it is possible to make statements that relate to a given 
community at a given time but inappropriate to try to generalize from the particular to 
create universal truths. It has been suggested that this concept has ‘an ameliorating 
function’ as it, at least partially, reconciles the realist and constructionist positions. 
However, it is worth considering the obverse position, that: ‘It borders on the banal to 
suggest that everything can be valid for someone, sometime, somewhere. … Such an 
outcome would spell the end of social science inquiry’ (Gergen & Gergen, 2000, 
p.1032). 

One of the key means of ensuring validity in traditional positivist methodologies is the 
process of triangulation - of testing one’s data from different angles. Janesick (1994, 
pp.214-15) refers to Denzin’s (1978) suggestion that triangulation can stem from using 
multiple sources (of data, investigators, theoretical perspectives or methodologies), or a 
fifth type, interdisciplinary perspectives. In what Lincoln and Guba (2000, p.181) later 
describe as a ‘transgressive’ form, Richardson (1994, p.522) makes a case for 
crystalline validity, using the properties of a crystal as a metaphor for qualitative 
research. Superficially the crystal imagery is very effective but there is an irony that, in 
focusing on the trigonometric properties of triangles and crystals, Richardson forgoes 
the opportunity to make much more significant comparisons. In talking of ‘fixed points’ 
and explaining that there are ‘far more than “three sides” from which to approach the 
world’, Richardson talks past the rationale behind the triangulation process. In the 
original use of the term, by cartographers intent on mapping land surfaces accurately, 
the importance of the triangle lay in its inherent stability. In the same way that a three-
legged stool can stand solid on an uneven surface when a four- or more-legged object 
will rock gently, the two dimensional equilateral triangle is also a stable and self-
checking form. Its third point can only be accurately plotted in relation to the two 
existing points: there can be no uncertainty about its position. Thus to triangulate data is 
to buy into the positivist concern for certainty or proof: research that has been 
adequately triangulated has been accurately verified. 

Richardson’s association of crystal with triangle is thus a spurious one, indeed a 
transgression between the simple and complex meanings of ‘figurative’, from shape to 
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metaphor. It may be considered a fortuitous one. As Richardson describes it, the power 
of the crystal to reflect and refract and create a range of possibilities and perspectives 
without losing structure or symmetry, is very potent imagery for multi-perspective 
research traditions. However, this is not an extension of triangulation as the focus is on 
appearances and structures not applications. 

I propose that the central image for “validity’ for postmodernist texts is not the triangle -
a rigid fixed, two-dimensional object. Rather the central image is the crystal, which 
combines symmetry and substance with an infinite variety of shapes, substances, 
transmutations, multidimensionalities, and angles of approach. Crystals grow, change, 
alter, but are not amorphous. Crystals are prisms that reflect externalities and refract 
within themselves, creating different colours, patterns, arrays, casting off in different 
directions. What we see depends upon our angle of repose. Not triangulation, 
crystallization. In postmodernist mixed-genre texts we have moved from plane geometry 
to light theory, where light can be both waves and particles (Richardson, 1994, p.522). 

The verb ‘to crystallize’ however, is less powerful than the crystal image. This is partly 
because it has a common usage that is likely to foreground its more specialized use, and 
an association with ice and sugared fruit. Crystals, too, conjure up unfortunate images 
of fairytale princesses, expensive jewellery and alternative therapies. The process of 
crystallization is one of forming a permanent shape, not a particularly apposite image, 
but one partially redeemed by the crystal, in its nominal form, representing a variety of 
shapes. As validity is concerned with reliability of processes a reference to how crystals 
are formed might be more appropriate. Geologists describe the three-dimensional 
arrangements within crystals that create their physical symmetry in terms of a ‘space 
lattice’. Perhaps, we should ‘latticize’ rather than ‘crystallize’ data: it would certainly 
sound less ‘precious’ and would highlight the contextual nature of new knowledge as 
lattice patterns vary with external conditions. 

Ellis and Bochner (2000, p.751) consider the issue of validity in the context of 
autoethnography and decide that a more relevant criterion for judging such 
individualized work is the concept of ‘verisimilitude’. Does the work evoke ‘a feeling 
that the experience is lifelike, believable and possible’? This is a concept that echoes 
earlier ideas of credibility without ruling out the possibility of fictional embellishment. 
In its simplest meaning, as an ‘ability to reproduce (simulate) and map the real’ 
(Lincoln & Denzin, 1994, p.579) the term would appear to be more relevant to realist 
than non-traditional methodologies, however, after deconstruction (Todorov, 1977; 
Fish, 1980; & Mishler, 1990; all in Lincoln & Denzin, 1994) the term has been 
construed in a more relative fashion. 

Verisimilitude can be described as the mask a text assumes as it convinces the reader it 
has conformed to the Laws of its genre: in so doing, it has reproduced reality in 
accordance with those rules (Lincoln & Denzin, 1994, p.580). 

The autoethnographers (still using the term validity) suggest that it may exist if a work 
helps readers to ‘communicate with others different from themselves’ or offers 
opportunities to ‘improve lives’. Interactive processes permit ‘reliability’ checks by 
letting associates comment on personal narrations and an alternative form of 
‘generalizability’ is claimed if readers can relate to the writer’s experiences, a version of 
Stake’s ‘naturalistic’ generalization. Ellis and Bochner (2000) claim that 
autoethnography requires sophisticated, observational, introspective and writing skills 
and describe the process as one of ‘systematic sociological introspection and emotional 
recall’ (ibid, p.737). Thus, autoethnographers simultaneously reject and revere 
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traditional terminology and in calling for ‘systematic’ inquiry recognize that positivist 
criteria will justify their methodology. 

A more recent work on educational ethnography raises an issue particularly relevant to 
my own research as, seeking longitudinal data, I am asking students to recall their 
feelings at the start of a training course, and for some that is a period in excess of ten 
years. Kearney (2005, pp.118/9) discusses the use of repisodic memory and decides that 
work can be deemed trustworthy even if recall is not strictly accurate. Accuracy of 
sentiment is deemed more important than absolute recall. 

… although memory may not be precise in its grasp of detail, it may still be honest and 
trustworthy … if we have a series of conversations with someone on the same topic over 
a period of time, we may not be able to remember what was related at specific times. 
However, we will remember the salient features and general themes when we relate them 
to others. Trustworthiness not truth is the key. 

Less specific treatments of validity issues exist. The most commonly recognized is, 
perhaps, the concept of ‘reflectivity’. Acknowledging one’s own biases, was an early 
stipulation for serious qualitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested keeping 
a reflexive journal in 1985 (p.327) and refer the reader to Reinharz (1979) and Spradley 
(1979) for support in managing ‘such a journal’. Peshkin (1988, p.17) calls for deep 
reflectivity, likening subjectivity to a ‘garment that cannot be removed’ and therefore 
must be declared. Delamont (2002, p.9) believes that ‘as long as qualitative researchers 
are reflexive, making all their processes explicit, then issues of reliability and validity 
are served’. 

Gergen and Gergen (2000, p.1028) make the point that it is ‘such forms of self-
exposure’ that have ‘led to the flourishing of autoethnography’ already discussed. They 
also discuss some of the postmodern responses to validity issues: multiple voicing 
within texts and in performance to deny the voice of authority; and literary styling, the 
use of poetic and fictitious devices to herald a departure from realism. These are 
methods of ‘disclaiming’ rather than seeking validity a reminder that qualitative 
research methodology can stand alone. It need not function in relation or in opposition 
to the realist world, in so doing it is acknowledging the a priori claims of scientific 
investigation. This is partially recognized below. Bishop (2005) demonstrates the 
ambivalence that qualitative researchers often have towards traditional methodologies. 
He suggests explicitly that researchers should ‘challenge’ ‘modernist discourse’ but 
recognizes implicitly in his comments on ‘another worldview’ the ‘irrelevance’ of these 
strategies to postmodern research. 

It is essential to challenge modernist discourse, with their concomitant concerns regarding 
validity that are addressed by such strategies as objectivity/subjectivity, replicability and 
external measure for validity. These discourses are so persuasive that … researchers may 
automatically revert to using such means of establishing validity for their texts, but 
problematically so because these measures of validity are all positioned/defined within 
another worldview’ (Bishop, 2005, pp.126/7). 
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Appendix 3l: Autobiographical cuentos for: I137 Age: 

I wasn’t very interested in school. I didn’t have a home life where I could concentrate at 
school so it was just I WENT, I turned up I did what I could and I couldn’t wait to leave 
so I left at 16. 
Had to go, I bunked off school once, got caught out and had to clean the house from top 
to bottom so I never did it again 
I was seen as a rebel, a rebel I suppose because I didn’t toe the line like everybody else. 
I was quite confident, they didn’t frighten me so I suppose I came across as a bully 
really although I wasn’t. I had friends but they thought I was a bully because I was 
cheeky I suppose. 
I left school with 6 CSEs as they were then. 
When I left school my mum immediately got me onto a YTS - in a furniture shop and I 
cleaned the furniture all day. It was so boring - they gave me £25 a week and - she took 
15 of that for ‘keep’ which left me hardly anything. 
I did college. I liked that side of it actually - one day a week - that was quite nice 
because we was doing displays, shop displays and all that. 
Then I moved in with my dad and - I had to get a job - So I looked in the local paper 
and there was a job. It said ‘gang work’- this van turned up - and we went to a factory in 
C…s packing carrots - it was piece work and very good money and I had some great 
friends there and did it for 2 and a half years. 
Then Bella Pizza opened up where I lived - I hassled them - they offered me the job -
Within a year I was manager - I was on about £6 an hour. 
Went on holiday with my friend to Morocco - sold my car and went to live in Morocco 
for 3 months - an absolute disaster - my dad paid for the ticket to get me home. 
My dad, bless him, helped me out, bought me a new car and I went to work in a petrol 
station in W…y - Then we moved.  
So I went to Tesco’s - I started on the produce you know, filling up the produce and that 
was great people there, great social, fantastic time - they expect you to work all the 
hours and treat you badly. 
I went to - there’s a place in W…h advertising for telesales - I couldn’t believe it -
salesman really pressurizing these people to try and buy these apartments - I just said ‘I 
can’t do it. Because what if it’s somebody I know’ that’s awful. So I was there about a 
week and a half. 
The Q8 at W…h was just being built. And because I had worked at a petrol station 
before I didn’t really want it because it was shifts but I thought I’d go for a job as I 
needed a job - My husband interviewed me - yes - and I was cashier there. 
Then they offered me as a franchise, as me own business - My husband took 3 
franchises so we had 6 garages between us and that’s it really and we did that for about 
8 years, did very well at it, very successful. 
Gave up when I had my daughter because you just can’t do it - the amount of hours - So 
I’ve been at home with my daughter em you know since she went to school not doing 
much else really - I wanted another baby - I’ve had about 10 miscarriages now - I didn’t 
want to start anything because I didn’t know if I’d be pregnant or not. 
When my daughter started school I’m thinking I’ve got to do something really because 
I’m on my own and it’s so boring being at home - [X] says that she is going on this 
course the Diploma - hmmm - and so ‘why don’t you do it?’ - I didn’t think I could do it 
for one minute really but I feel very chuffed how I’ve done out of it and it’s given me a 
lot of confidence. 
It was a bit daunting actually going into the college when you see all of these … 
fashionable::: people you know, dressed weirdly. Oh my god I feel old. But once I got 
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into the room with the women, I felt fine. 
I’d been on the committee because my daughter had been at the pre-school - asked them 
if I could do my voluntary work - and then [X] moved here and said there was a 
position coming up for a one-to-one … 
I’ve learnt a lot more of the computer - when I started I didn’t even know what an 
assignment was - every page I wrote I opened a new word document because I didn’t 
know that if you clicked you could turn on a page so when it came to a word count I am 
manually adding them up myself - I’d do an assignment and I’d say to my husband ‘just 
read through that, see if that sounds all right’ but when he’d read it out to us ‘oh that 
doesn’t sound very good’ but when I’d read it through myself it was fine to me because 
I know what I’m saying - bibliography and all that sort of thing - I’d never heard of that 
before in my life because I’d no reason to come across that sort of thing you know but I 
know all about that - all that extra knowledge - and it’s not been a waste of time or 
anything - I’m glad I’ve done it because it has taught me so much. 
It made me more aware of how sensitive parents are with things - any little matter - that 
section on what to do about parents - it gave me confidence because when I started at 
pre-school … I thought ‘what shall I do’, I didn’t know what to say and like that sort of 
thing and so I feel confident that way about what I’m doing and to play with the 
children, how, what can I say if I’m going to play and am I allowed to touch them … 
I realized doing this and doing the course, it’s not really for me. It doesn’t excite me at 
all - the money is absolutely rubbish - I’ve seen what [X]’s been doing which is a lot of 
work - and I do sometimes think, if I’m honest ‘what am I doing, £6 an hour, wiping 
someone’s bum and snotty noses, honestly while my stomach’s heaving’ - I’ll wash the 
paint pots and the other jobs that have to be done - but it’s a bit DULL you know - I’m 
not going to be unhelpful but I’m not going to get lumbered either - some days I have a 
splitting headache or I’ve had to tell [child] all day and that wears you out - it’s all so, 
you know, it’s run by a committee which changes every year and you don’t always 
know where you stand really. 
I did find it hard to sit and concentrate some days - there were lots of things I enjoyed 
about it - it stopped me from being bored at home and yes, it made me feel better about 
myself to get up and do something - I can do any course now, I know I could do it, just 
sit and listen, write everything down - I’m not just going to do it for the sake of it no - if 
I need to take a course which I probably will for a lot of businesses, more training, I 
would do that and I’d feel confident. 
After this recent miscarriage I had one day off from here when I was actually going 
through it and then I come back and, it’s not her fault, a mum come in - scan picture -
‘look I’ve just had this scan’ and that’s like:::: I know I’m not going to get away from 
that fact but it is more so in a pre-school where parents and everybody’s pregnant so yes 
I’d (….) rather be looking after, putting the effort to look after my own children and not 
be seeing other people’s. 
I’ve earned good money before and having my own business I know I can do that again 
and, em, I don’t think it really suits me as such, you know, working with children, it’s 
all right but I’m not going to do anything more. I think I’d rather do it, you know, for 
my own children which - because it’s not likely to happen I’d rather run my own … 
I think they were great girls. I’m not afraid to go and talk to them all but I haven’t 
necessarily been sort of saying we’ll all keep in touch and if [student] emails me I’ll 
email her back and arrange to see her. But they did talk about having a reunion - I’ll 
definitely go to that - great to see them all again see what they are doing, see if they’ve 
changed - keep in touch with [X] - we live in the same village, just round the corner so 
there’s no way of getting away from that (joint laughter). 
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Appendix 3m: Biographical block for: Age: 

Childhood 

CE 

PCE 

HE 
Work 

Children 
U5 work 

Diploma 
Now 

Plans 

Key: CE compulsory education 
PCE post-compulsory education 
HE Higher education 
U5 Under fives 

The flashes for HE, Children, Diploma are removed or repositioned to fit chronology but 
position of other blocks standardized to assist comparison and left blank if not relevant. 
Use - on left margin and + sign on right margin to identify negative and positive experiences. 
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Appendix 3n:  Interview summary IV Age: Children: 

PURPOSES 
(Theoretical) What, in your opinion, is the purpose of education? 

(Actual) Why do you personally choose to study? 

PRACTICES 
(Compulsory education) What is your experience of compulsory education? 

(Post-compulsory education) How did you find the process of being a mature student? 

PRIOR EXPERIENCES 
(Long term) What did you do before working in childcare? 

(Short term) How did you come to work in childcare / do the Diploma? 
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Interview summary IV Age: Children: 
CONSEQUENCES 
(Knowledge) What did you learn from doing the Diploma? 

(Personal) How has studying changed you as a person? 

(Relational) How has it influenced your social contacts? 

(Vocational) How has it /will it change your career plans? 

Do you view childcare as a temporary/transitional/permanent occupation. 
Opportunity or exploitative? 

INFLUENCES /EPIPHANIES What factors have been significant influences? 

ANECDOTES / NARRATIVES to analyse further 

SUMMING UP 
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Appendix 3o: Core concepts Views for: Age: 

PURPOSES 
Theoretical 

Personal 
motivations 

PRACTICES 
Structures 

Support 

CONSEQUENCES 
Personal 

Work-related 

Relational 
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Appendix 3p: Unveiling ontological problems, writing to clarify ideas 

• The big issue that motivates me is that of the essential unpredictability and 
intangibility of individual human behaviour. I do not believe in rational man: self-
seeking, altruistic, dominating, self-effacing man - but not straightforward. Collectively 
we may compromise and group to give an appearance of shared motivation but 
individually we rely on intuitions, unconscious motivations, reactivity and constraints to 
guide our behaviour and our thoughts are never truly made public. Nor are most of us 
society-oriented; like children who only share when they have a surfeit, current society 
engenders a desire to grasp what you can to survive and as protection against future 
calamities. Media coverage of every single catastrophe as it occurs creates a sense of 
‘fear’ that is not offset by confidence in the state as a protective mechanism. 
Government seeks a mandate to act by gathering ‘evidence’ but this can only be an 
‘averaged’ or ‘majority’ consensus position cancelling out extreme and minority 
positions. Iterative computer programmes may capture the complexity of society and 
predict the future but this still does not create a sense of shared purpose in the 
individuals concerned. Modern technology supports an increasingly individualized 
culture (cars, televisions, lap tops, personalized entertainments systems, central heating 
etc) even within families; instant accessibility encourages casualized unplanned social 
contact (through emails, mobiles, internet) obviating the need to offer commitment to 
others; and the globalization of real power undermines any localized, collective sense of 
agency or belief in the power of local or national rulers to meet people’s needs. A 
lifelong cynic, I believe that on the grand scale, as at local levels, decisions and 
procedures fail to work because they represent a compromise position; the solution that 
nobody wanted but one to which the majority will subscribe if they cannot get their own 
(possibly extreme but probably functional) ideas adopted. The resulting cycle of 
ineptitude further alienates the individual and, not surprisingly, many people focus on 
their own family (or selves) rather than the bigger picture. 

• I also think that, as a concept, co-construction is as much a licence to create untruths 
as to create truth. I like postmodern ideas: they are an escape from the real world of 
failed action. I accept that taken to their logical extremes they can be absurd but they do 
represent a preparedness to question the status quo, to turn knowledge and connections 
on their head, and think creatively. Their idiosyncratic nature demonstrates that 
individuals can still think for themselves. I also find the sheer intellectuality of some of 
this quite exciting too even though that is often derided as mental ‘playfulness’; but 
early years educators are committed to heuristic play as the major means of learning and 
developing rounded and creative individuals! 

• Read an article by (King, 2004) that classifies interviews into realist, socio-
constructionist and phenomenological. King’s suggestion that, epistemologically, 
phenomenological interviews lie ‘in the middle ground’ somewhere between the realist 
and constructionist position led me to consider the position of critical realist beliefs and 
to question the nature of my own techniques. In seeking ‘true interpretations’ through 
interaction my ‘recall’ method also occupies an intermediary position but has little in 
common with a phenomenological approach or subsequent developments in 
ethnomethodology. It could, indeed, be argued that the techniques occupy opposing 
positions when the role of the researcher is taken into consideration. 
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The phenomenologist seeks the essence of objects, feelings or experiences and strives to 
‘bracket- off’ personal opinions and interpretations in order to seek a purer description. 
Thus the method sets aside the subjective beliefs of the researcher and in moving away 
from an interpretative framework to do this, moves from a social-constructionist 
viewpoint towards a more realist position. 

The ‘recall’ method relies on shared constructions of meaning but in seeking more 
accurate interpretations is also moving towards a more realist position. However, the 
researcher is using her own experiences, feelings and reactions to clarify accounts of 
individual lives so the process is quite different to phenomenological enquiry. 

Critical realist views, also occupy the middle ground between realism and social 
constructionism but here movement is in the opposite direction to phenomenology. The 
critical realist is turning towards an acceptance of a more flexible, multi-faceted social 
world but stopping well before a descent into relativism and neither denies or embraces 
researcher neutrality, seeking instead the mechanisms underpinning social change. 

Through trying to draw these relationships diagrammatically I am beginning to see that 
the recall method aligns more closely with a critical realist position than a 
constructionist one. It uses interactive processes to assist the search for a valid 
interpretation so is moving from co-constructed towards independent reality but only 
ever seeking a mid-point position.  

This could be drawn as: 

Researcher subjectivity denied 

Ethnomethodology 

Phenomenology 

Realism Critical realism Social constructionism 

Recall method 

Researcher subjectivity embraced 

King also (as is commonly the case) ascribes structured interviews to realism and 
‘looser’ formats to constructionism and this underlines the complexity of categorization. 

If we accept his two premises together this allows an interpretation that structured 
interviews are permitting the interviewer to impose a single truth on the subject by 
asking closed and closely-defined questions rather than accessing an objective truth as 
biographical methods are very loose in format but use subjective methods to derive a 
credible truth and one that is arguably at least equally valid. 
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[Revisiting this diary entry after reading Merrill & West’s text on biographical methods 
it was reassuring to find I concurred with their definition of critical realism in relation to 
interview narratives, as offering a ‘more qualified and “partial” truth, shaped by the 
workings of language, power and the interaction between researcher and researched’ 
(2009, p.58). Checking further, the premises that Baert (2005) ascribes to critical 
realism strike me as ideologically sound but the associated methodological approaches 
are still too mechanical to my mind, too prescriptive, too concerned with causal 
connections: presumably what Baert means by ‘scientistic’ (p.102).] 

• Despite the psychological implications of free-association interviewing I want to work 
within sociology rather than psychology as the latter discipline is too intent on analysing 
and measuring individual behaviour whereas I think the collective picture is 
fundamentally important as society comprises a series of unique and challenging 
individuals. Ethnomethodology is interesting in the way it makes concrete the day-to-
day but its focus is self-confessedly on the mundane and I am interested in the 
intellectual hence the excitement about intersubjectivity, and intuition and my attempts 
to make that visible through free-association interviewing and conversation analysis. 
This can be somewhat mechanical at times, hence my respect for Goffman who, 
denigrated as a theorist with an insufficient evidence base, just presents his ideas as 
givens. He may be criticized for this but it is acknowledged that many times he was 
right. I also think his notion of the presentation of a public face is an important one and 
am aware that in interviews that works both ways. You get a student like D44 who is 
essentially honest and readily breaks down into admitting a truth when challenged, and 
one like I143 who exaggerates her story at interview as she adores being given attention 
and, unable to control her impulse to confess all, then starts to embroider her account to 
generate an even greater ‘dramaturgical’ effect. You also get a student like F86 who 
enjoys mutually exploring what it is that bothers her, and another like F88 who does not 
know what things signify until pushed. There is probably every combination of these 
effects and others I have not thought about. And where does that come into the thesis 
without adding even more layers and depths that I have no space to handle? 

• The aim of education should be to support change for the better but the focus is on 
creating an obedient semi-skilled workforce: government interference in internal 
processes as unable to control anything else. I believe in opening up educational 
opportunities for all, whereas current practices threaten to destroy what is good in order 
to value the vocational over the intellectual. These are differentiated objectives that may 
often be mutually supportive but should not be forced into a constrictive yoke. I believe 
that a more flexible and creative workforce is developed by expanding choice and by 
motivating people to learn not by narrowly channelling people into compulsory 
skills/vocational training courses. The educational experience should be positive, 
exciting, and stimulating; one that forges bonds between students and an interest in 
others that they will take with them into the wider society. Instead it is restrictive, 
encourages competitiveness, bullying and stress in schoolchildren, and is so narrowly 
functional that there is no space for the formation of social ties. The study of the 
humanities - subjects that help students to understand the world in which they live and 
the actions and processes that created this world - are squeezed out of the curriculum. 
The applied agenda focuses on subjects with no context: citizenship at the expense of 
geography, history and sociology; literacy skills rather than literature and languages; 
numeracy rather than mathematical understanding. Such practices assume a direct 



 

 

 
          

        
 
 
            

           
               

            
           

            
          

        
           
              

             
             

            
        

  
 
               

           
          

              
         

           
           

          
           

           
         
         

          
             

   
 

           
            

        
          

           
          

                
               

           
           

       
 

           
             
            

303 
causal link between objectives and outputs and may stop little short of indoctrination. 
Criterial assessment, is the ultimate means of comminuting learning. 

• More recently the turn towards education as a therapeutic practice raises additional 
concerns. To some this reflects a further attack on the primacy of knowledge goals, to 
many it will be seen as a further means of public interference in the private affairs of 
individuals and families. A more balanced view, and one to which the facilitative 
ideology of adult education has long subscribed, is to take the need to support students 
holistically as a given without losing sight of the overall educational goals being 
pursued. This leaves people as controllers of their own destiny - essentially strong 
survivors rather than needy subjects. More significantly, the ‘therapeutic culture’ is a 
further example of the attempt to isolate individual elements in good educational 
practice and tackle them directly and out of context. It is against the principles of gestalt 
- that the whole is greater than the constituent parts. I think great educators approach 
practice from an ideological commitment - a desire to enable others to find their own 
way forward. They focus on broadening their own knowledge base and developing their 
own beliefs - not on imposing this on others. 

• On the bright side can see a thread through all my research now, ending with the 
capability approach. Need to work to express this clearly but essentially I can see adult 
education as existing for its users at the micro levels. Despite government intervention 
at the macro level (eg: in lifelong learning, in invoking the needs of the economy, in 
encouraging therapeutic intervention) students modify adult education to meet their own 
needs. They retain agency. This is its purpose. My historical overview described adult 
education as a series of movements, grass roots initiatives to serve particular functions -
with compulsory education being built piecemeal upon an existing disparate framework. 
My contemporary overview talked about a ‘field’ rather than a discipline, adult 
educators being organizers rather than researchers, and the existence of a number of 
disparate sectors all with their own philosophies eg: community education, prison 
education etc. The strength and vulnerability of adult education is its fragmentation. 
Other issues like the marginalization of women’s education, the ‘extra-mural’ nature of 
adult education in HE, the cuts whenever funds are needed for other purposes all 
explain this ad hoc pattern.  

My students too make educational possibilities serve their own needs, taking from the 
course what they need, and fashioning their lives from the means available, choosing 
bundles compatible with their family commitments and work possibilities. Perhaps, 
given that the pre-school movement is/was a marginal grass roots movement and 
childcare is traditionally underpaid and undervalued, it is not so surprising that my 
students fit a pattern associated with minority groups in developing countries. To make 
this argument the capability approach has to come out of the findings as indeed it did? If 
I were to have gone looking for it, the evidence would be less convincing surely? This is 
the premise behind inductive approaches. The ‘purpose’ of adult education is to allow 
people to realize their capabilities and therefore their functionings. Being voluntary, it is 
the people who decide which vectors they choose. 

The capability approach does explain some decisions that puzzled me - like a student’s 
decision to leave work before her husband decided whether to divorce her. She is 
grasping a possibility - developing a capability - while it continues to exist. 
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Need to look at how a grouping of class expectations, educational attitudes and 
qualifications, family commitments, opportunities and personality traits (expressed as 
accepting, agonizing, accumulating or asserting) lead to different choices (expressed as 
sampling, staging, settling, switching and step-upping). Pick out the evidence for the 
decisions made. May not be any links - each bundle may be distinctive but still 
demonstrate achievement of higher levels of functioning. 

• Following up a reference to qualiquantology (a new word for mixed methods that 
even the creators label ‘monstrous’) found a useful alternative division: between homo 
mensurans (the measurer) and homo exemplans (the pattern maker) (Stenner & Stainton 
Rogers, 2004). This takes the non-quantitative approach out of the purely descriptive 
arena. I think I am a pattern-seeker rather than a rule-seeker (typologies, models, 
explanations rather than proofs): Femina exemplans? Persona exemplans? 
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Appendix 4a: Key to questionnaire summary codes 

1. Place of work (current workplace) 
Mostly: dn day nursery, ns nursery school, ps pre-school, sch school. 
Also a agency, ade adult education, c crèche, h hospital, is infant school, la local authority, 
mt mother & toddlers, n nanny, osc out-of-school club, ret retail, st student, tt tumble tots, uni 
university (summarized as o other on graph). 
out - out of childcare. 

2. Personal (not for analysis, a means of updating my knowledge prior to possible interview 
arrangements) 
£ main breadwinner, ap absent partner, b bereaved, ca children away, d divorced, g 
grandmother, i infant (new baby), ill illness, m moved house, mc miscarriage, preg became 
pregnant, r redundant, s student, tr further training, xf extended family 

3. Consequences (summarizes key consequences: from doing course or life changes) 
Mostly: c confidence, j job security, k knowledge, q qualifications, nj new job or career, sk 
skills. 
Also: a ambition, d community development, f education fun, p improved practice, s social, sen 
special educational needs, -t lost time, 

4. Current job 
Mostly: d deputy, ps pre-school assistant, s supervisor, rl room leader, ta teaching assistant. 
Also: aa admin assistant, adt adult education tutor, am assistant manager, bk book-keeper,  
cm childminder, l leader, lab laboratory assistant, lib library assistant, m manager, nh nursing 
home, nn nursery nurse, o organizer, of office, pl playleader, pn paediatric nurse, ret retail, st 
student, u unemployed, v volunteer. 
out = out of childcare. 

5. Salary 
1 3k or less. 2 4-6k. 3 7-9k. 4 10-12k.  5 13-15k. 6 16-18k.  7 19-21k. 8 22-24k. 9 25-27k. 
10 28k or over. 

6. Hours worked per week 
+ denotes this is a minimum figure 

7. Why (summarizes main reasons for doing Diploma) 
gn group need, gs group suggestion, p personal choice, q need qualification. 
c convenience, b credibility. 

8. Aims (summarizes main expectations from course) 
Mostly: £ more money, c confidence, j future job prospects, k knowledge, p practice (eg how to do 
things in workplace), T to go on to teaching, B to run own business. 
Other: E education for its own sake, i involvement, ir improve role, l improve English language, qf 
free qualification, s social contact. 

9. Familial status 
Mostly: m married, si single, se separated. 
Also: c cohabiting, d divorced, g grandmother, p partner, w widowed. 
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10. Age of student when on course (in years) 
<20, 20-24, 25-29, 30-34, 35-39, 40-44, 45-49, 50-54, 55-59. 

11. Number of children when on course 
0 1 2 3 4 or more 

12. Ages of children when on course (grouped by educational level if not yet adult) 
u under 5, p primary, s secondary, 6 sixth form,  t tertiary sector, a adult 

13. Total years in childcare (figure to end 2007) 
b both voluntary and paid, p paid, v voluntary. 

14. Qualification level 
2 GCSEs, CSEs ‘O’ levels and other level 2s, 3 ‘A’ level, BTEC national diplomas and other 
level 3s, 4 HND, 5 foundation degree, 6 honours degree, 7 postgraduate qualification, + or & 
denotes additional vocational/professional qualifications, * denotes working towards a degree. 

15. Ethnicity 
bB black British, bo black other, wB white British, wE white European, wo white other. 
Occasionally students give 3 options if they have British citizenship and a different ethnicity. 

16-27. Reasons for choosing childcare 
Negatives: 
16. no qualification (qx) 
17. no transport (tx) 
18. n is no confidence to do anything else (cx) * 

Positives: 
18. y is confidence having had own children (co) * 
20. convenient hours (h) 
21. natural progression from having own children (p) 
22. job was offered without asking (j) 
23. student has chosen a childcare career (ca) 
24. liking for children (ch) 
25. liking to work in local community (lc) 
26. liking the independence of the voluntary sector (iv) 

19. Money is important to the family income (y) or money is not important to the family income 
(n). 
On graphs and summaries this is labelled as £ or £x. 

27. Experience refers to childcare experience before/not having own children (ex) (cm denotes 
this was as a childminder). 

* Note that in column 18 both positives and negatives can be expressed using y and n. 



 

        
 

   

  

  

   

   

    

 

  

  

 

   

 
 

  

  

 

  

  

   

  

 

 

 

   

 

 

  

    

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
   

   
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

                                      
       

 

307 Appendix 4b: Summaries of questionnaire data (cohort) 
Group 1 (Classes A, B & C) 

27. Prior experience 
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26. Like independence x 

25. Like community x x x x x 

24. Like children x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

23. Career now x x x x x 

22. Offered x x x 

21. Progression x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

20. Hours x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

19. Wage matters (yes/no) n n y y n y y n 

18. Confidence (yes/no) y y y y y y y y y y y y y 

17. No transport 

16. No qualifications 

15. Nationality w
B
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14. Qualification level 6 2 3 2 2 3 2 2 2+ 2 2 6 2+ 2 2 2+ <2
* 

3 2 3 2+ 2*
 

13. Childcare years 
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b
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p
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p
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12. Age groups 6s
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p up
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p p up
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11. No of children 3 2 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 1 2 3 2 2 3 3 2 1 1 2 2 
10. Age (on course) 43

 
31

 
40

 
43
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46
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35
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41
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9. Familial status m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m m si

 
m m

 

8. Aims 
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7. Why? 
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6. Hours per week 37
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10
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20
 

37
 

40
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24
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28
 

30
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5. Salary (£k) 7 3 1 2 - 7 5 3 3 3 6 4 3+ 1 2 3 3+ 5 - - 2 7 

4. Current job pl
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rl d sm
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d m
 

3. Consequences nj
 

c - - c nj
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2. Personal ca dg
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1. Place of work h sc
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Student ID 
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A
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A
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A
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A
10

 
B1

2 
B1

3 
B1

4 
B1

5 
B1

6 
B1

7 
B1

8 
B1

9 
B2

0 
B2

1 
C2

3 
C2

4 
C2

5 
C2

6 



                                                                                                                                                      

        
 

  

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

  

    

  
 

 

   

  

   

   

 

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

308 Group 2i (Class D) 

27. Prior experience 

x x x x 
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26. Like independence x x x 

25. Like community x x x x x x x x x x x 

24. Like children x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

23. Career now x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

22. Offered x x x 

21. Progression x x x x x x x x 

20. Hours x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

19. Wage matters (yes/no) y y y n y n y y y y y 

18. Confidence (yes/no) y y y y y y y n 

17. No transport x 

16. No qualifications x x 

15. Nationality w
B
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14. Qualification level 2 2 2 2 2 3* 2 2 3 4 2* 2 2 2 2 6 6 2 3* 3*
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12. Age groups up
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11. No of children 2 3 2 2 2 2 0 1 3 2 2 0 0 0 4 4 2 2 4 2
10. Age (on course) 21
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309 Group 2ii (Class E) 

27. Prior experience 
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26. Like independence x 

25. Like community x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

24. Like children x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

23. Career now x x x x x x x x x x x x 

22. Offered x x x x x 

21. Progression x x x x x x x x x 

20. Hours x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

19. Wage matters (y/n) n n y y n y y y n n y 

18. Confidence (y/n) y y y y y y y y y 

17. No transport x x 

16. No qualifications x x x x 

15. Nationality w
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14. Qualification level 3 2 2 2 3 2 6+ 2 0 2 0 6 2+
* 

2 3 2 0 2 2+ 0 6+
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2 2 

13. Childcare years 8p
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12. Age groups ps
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s p 6p
 

ps
 

p p p up
 

p p sta
 

p p p 6p
 

u p p 

11. No of children 2 2 2 2 2 1 1 2 3 3 2 2 2 2 1 3 2 1 3 6 1 1 1 

10. Age (on course) 35
 

36
 

29
 

- 35
 

35
 

32
 

37
 

34
 

32
 

33
 

45
 

32
 

32
 

32
 

49
 

30
 

40
 

33
 

37
 

36
 

26
 

24
 

9. Familial status m m m w m m m m p m d m m m m m m m m m m si
 

m
 

8. Aims 

kp
£

ck
p 

Ej
 

kp
 

j ck
£ 

Ek
ji 

kj
 

ck
p 

jk
pT

 
kj

c 
kj

c 
kp

 
kp

j 
ck

 
ck

pj
 

cp
 

c£
 

ck
sj

 
kp

 
kp

T 
jk

ps
 

p 

7. Why? 

qg
n 

qg
n 

qf - qc
 

qg
n 

qg
np

 
q qg

n 
qp

 
q qp

 
qp

 
qg

n 
qg

n 
qg

n 
qp

 
qg

n 
qp

 
qg

n 
q qg

n 
qp

 

6. Hours per week 20
 

47
 

20
 

- - 17
+ 

15
 

30
 

16
 

21
 

27
 

pt
 

24
 

- 19
+ 

- - 20
 

25
 

17
+ 

15
 

21
 

22
 

5. Salary 2 5 4 - - 2 2 4 1+ 3 - - 3 - - - - 2 2 2 1+ 3 2 

4. Current job rl cm
 

yw
 

u bk
 

d nh
 

m ps
 

ta
 

ta
 

lib
 

pl
 

u rl u ps
 

pl
 

aa
 

ps
 

s m d 

3. Consequences - c c f nj
 

cp
 

jc
k 

j j cE
 

E E Et
r 

tr Et
r 

ck
 

c jtr
 

Et
 

c - jp
 

j 

2. Personal - - d pi
i 

r d m
ci

 
ill

 
- - b - tr ill

 
tr ca

 
bb

i 
tr tr ill

 
pi

ll 
p i 

1. Place of work ps
 

cm
 

la
 

u ou
t 

ps
 

ou
t 

ps
 

ps
 

sc
h 

sc
h 

ou
t 

ps
 

u ps
 

u ps
 

os
c 

la
 

cc
 

ps
 

ps
 

ns
 

Student ID 

E5
0 

E5
1 

E5
2 

E5
3 

E5
4 

E5
5 

E5
6 

E5
8 

E6
0 

E6
1 

E6
2 

E6
3 

E6
4 

E6
5 

E6
7 

E6
8 

E6
9 

E7
0 

E7
1 

E7
2 

E7
4 

E7
5 

E7
6 



                                                                                                                                                     
 
 

         
 

  

 

 

  

 

   

 

 

 

   

    

  
 

  

   

  

   

   

  

  

  

  

  

   

 

 

 

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

310 Group 2iii (Class F) 

27. Prior experience 

C
on

fli
ct

 w
ith

 p
re

-s
ch

oo
l m

an
ag

er
 

Ft
 m

ot
he

r o
f 5

 c
hi

ld
re

n 

G
ro

up
 n

ot
 p

re
pa

re
d 

to
 su

pp
or

t n
ew

 p
ra

ct
ic

es
 

Re
tu

rn
ed

 to
 p

re
vi

ou
s c

ar
ee

r a
s f

in
an

ce
 a

ss
ist

an
t 

26. Like independence x 

25. Like community x x x x x 

24. Like children x x x x x x x x x 

23. Career now x x x x x x 

22. Offered x 

21. Progression x x x x x x 

20. Hours x x x x x x x x x 

19. Wage matters (yes/no) y y y y y y y 

18. Confidence (yes/no) y y y y y y y 

17. No transport x 

16. No qualifications 

15. Nationality w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
B w

B
 

w
o 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 

14. Qualification level 6+
 

2*
 

2*
 

2*
 

2 3 2 2+
 

2 2 2 3 2 
13. Childcare years 

7b
 

9b
 

5b
 

5b
 

10
p 

20
p 

5b
 

8b
 

6p
 

5p
 

8p
 

6+
3p

 
4b

 

12. Age groups 6s
 

p u p p p p p ps
 

p up p p 

11. No of children 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 2 

10. Age (on course) 46
 

34
 

29
 

32
 

36
 

34
 

37
 

40
 

39
 

43
 

38
 

30
 

29
 

9. Familial status m se
 

se
 

m m m m m m m m m m
 

8. Aims 

j k kj
 

kp
 

kp
 

kp
 

kp
r 

ck
pj

s 
kp

 
cp

 
kp

j 
kp

 
cj

 

7. Why? 

q qg
n 

qp
 

qg
n 

p q qg
nc

r 
qg

n 
p qg

n 
qg

n 
p qg

n 

6. Hours per week - 17
+ 

22
 

17
+ 

14
 

- 17
+ 

- - 12
+ 

26
+ 

28
+ 

15
 

5. Salary - 2 2 2 2 - 2 - - 1 4 5 2 

4. Current job la
b 

pl
 

pl
 

s pl
 

u pl
 

aa
 

aa
 

d ta
 

pn
 

d 

3.Conseqluences - ca
 

cj cs
j 

E - c c Ec
 

- se
n 

E ct
r 

2. Personal - - - q - iii
 

- os
c 

jo
b 

- - - tr 

1. Place of work ou
t 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

u ps
 

ou
t 

ou
t 

ps
 

sc
h 

h ns
 

Student ID F7
7 

F7
8 

F8
0 

F8
2 

F8
3 

F8
4 

F8
5 

F8
6 

F8
7 

F8
8 

F9
0 

F9
1 

F9
3 



                                                                                                                                        
 

        
 

   

  

  

   

  

   

 

  

  

 

  

 
 

 

  

 

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

  

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

311 Group 3i (Class G) 

27. Prior experience x x 

H
us

ba
nd

 a
rm

y,
 o

pp
or

tu
ni

st
 w

or
k 

as
 li

br
ar

y 
as

si
sta

nt
 a

br
oa

d 

5 
ch

ild
re

n,
 4

 v
er

y 
yo

un
g,

 p
la

ns
 to

 o
pe

n 
ow

n 
nu

rs
er

y 
in

 fu
tu

re
 

x x x 
H

us
ba

nd
 a

rm
y,

 a
br

oa
d,

 n
o 

fa
m

ily
 to

 c
ar

e 
fo

r n
ew

 b
ab

y,
 c

ar
e 

to
o 

£ 

26. Like independence 

25. Like community x x x x x x x x 

24. Like children x x x x x x x x x x 

23. Career now x x x x x x 

22. Offered x x x x x 

21. Progression x x x x 

20. Hours x x x x x x x x x x x 

19. Wage matters (yes/no) y n n y y n y y 

18. Confidence (yes/no) yn
 

y y y y n y y y 

17. No transport 

16. No qualifications 

15. Nationality B w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

o 
B w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
E 

w
B

 
w

B
 

14. Qualification level 2 2+ 2 0 6+
* 

2 2 3+ 6 3 6 6 3 6 2 2 

13. Childcare years 6b
 

6b
 

6p
 

6p
 

20
b 

10
b 

5p
 

7p
 

4b
 

14
b 

4p
 

5p
 

5b
 

17
p 

5b
 

4b
 

12. Age groups up
 

p - p p 6t
 

p p p up
 

p - ps
 

p u p 

11. No of children 2 3 0 2 2 2 2 1 2 5 2 0 3 1 1 2 

10. Age (on course) 41 42 18 32 35 37 36 42 40 30 33 44 32 41 31 29
 

9. Familial status m m si
 

m m m m d m m m si
 

m m m m
 

8. Aims 

c ck
s 

ck
j 

ck
pj

 
ck

sk
lT

 
js

 
jc

 
ck

p 
js

 
kp

B
cp

 
ck

 
cj

k 
kl

 
kj

 
qj

 

7. Why? qg
n 

qg
n 

qg
s 

qp
 

q qp
 

p qg
n 

pc
 

qp
 

qg
n 

qg
s 

qp
 

p p qp
 

6. Hours per week 10
+ 

9 48
 

26
 

12
 

25
 

- 14
 

18
 

- 19
+ 

19
 

30
 

17
 

- 17
+ 

5. Salary 2 1+ 5 2 1 4 - - 2 - 2 2 3 2 - 1+
 

4. Current job ps
 

pl
 

n ta
 

pl
 

nn
 

lib
 

pl
 

pl
 

u d s d d u s 

3. Consequences c j j i c cj
 

Et
r 

cp
 

cj
 

c - k c - kj
 

i 

2. Personal - - b - - m m
tr 

- - m - b pr - i -

1. Place of work ps
 

ps
 

n sc
h 

ps
 

sc
h 

ou
t 

ps
 

ps
 

u ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

u ps
 

Student ID 

G
96

 
G

97
 

G
98

 
G

99
 

G
10

0 
G

10
1 

G
10

2 
G

10
3 

G
10

4 
G

10
5 

G
10

6 
G

10
7 

G
10

8 
G

10
9 

G
11

0 
G

11
1 



                                                                                                                                                    
 
 

         
 

  

 

 

  

 

   

 

 

 

  

   

  
 

 

   

  

   

   

  

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

   

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

312 Group 3ii (Class H) 

27. Prior experience x x 

C
ar

in
g 

fo
r n

ew
 b

ab
y,

 n
o 

fa
m

ily
 to

 h
el

p 
ou

t s
o 

ca
nn

ot
 w

or
k 

26. Like independence 

25. Like community x x x x x x 

24. Like children x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

23. Career now x x x x x x x x x x 

22. Offered x x 

21. Progression x x x x x x x 

20. Hours x x x x x x x x x 

19. Wage matters (yes/no) y n y y y 

18. Confidence (yes/no) y y y y y y y y 

17. No transport x 

16. No qualifications 

15. Nationality w
B

 
bo

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

o 
w

B
 

w
E 

w
B

 
w

B
 

bo
 

14. Qualification level 2 4*
 

3 2 2 2 2 3 2*
 

3 2 2 6 3 2 6 

13. Childcare years 3b
 

5b
 

3b
 

3p
 

2b
 

2b
 

4p
 

3b
 

4p
 

4p
 

5p
 

4b
 

8b
 

4p
 

13
p 

2b
 

12. Age groups 

up
6a

 
up

 
up

 
ps

 
p - - up

 
p p p p - - 6s

 
-

11. No of children 5 2 2 3 1 0 0 3 2 1 1 2 0 0 4 0 

10. Age (on course) 35
 

31
 

41
 

40
 

31
 

18
 

20
 

30
 

39
 

27
 

33
 

36
 

23
 

24
 

40
 

30
 

9. Familial status m m m m si
 

si
 

si
 

m m si
 

m m si
 

si
 

m m
 

8. Aims 

cj
 

cj
p 

kp
j 

cj
kp

 
cj

 
kj

 
ck

p£
 

ck
sk

E 
ck

£ 
cj

 
kp

T 
kp

 
kp

j 
kp

 
kp

 
jil

 

7. Why? 

p qp
 

qp
c 

qg
n 

pc
 

qp
 

qp
cr

 
pc

r 
qp

cr
 

pc
 

q qc
 

ql
 

p qg
n 

qp
 

6. Hours per week - 20
+ 

18
 

16
 

20
 

32
+ 

45
 

16
+ 

24
 

18
 

32
 

19
+ 

30
 

40
 

22
 

12
 

5. Salary - 1 2 2 2 3 4 1 3 1 3 3 3 4 1 1 

4. Current job ta
 

pl
 

pl
 

d ta
 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

ta
 

ps
 

ps
 

ta
 

pl
 

nn
 

ps
 

u 

3. Consequences 

ct
r 

cp
 

c - cj
tr 

ja
 

ck
p£

 
ck

 
c a j j j a - cE

 

2. Personal tr - - - tr - m - - - - - - pr
g 

l i 

1. Place of work sc
h 

ps
 

ns
 

ps
 

sc
h 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

sc
h 

ps
 

ps
 

sc
h 

ps
 

ns
 

ps
 

u 

Student ID 

H
11

2 
H

11
3 

H
11

4 
H

11
5 

H
11

5a
 

H
11

6 
H

11
7 

H
11

8 
H

11
9 

H
12

0 
H

12
1 

H
12

2 
H

12
3 

H
12

4 
H

12
5 

H
12

6 



                                                                                                                                                      
 
 

        
 

  

 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

  

    

  
 

 

   

  

   

   

 

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
   

   
  

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

313 Group 3iii (Class I) 

27. Prior experience x x 
St

ud
en

t n
ew

ly
 b

er
ea

ve
d 

-w
ith

dr
aw

n 

x 

26. Like independence 

25. Like community x x x x x x x x x x x x 

24. Like children x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

23. Career now x x x x x x x x 

22. Offered x x x 

21. Progression x x x x x x x x x 

20. Hours x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

19. Wage matters (yes/no) y y y yn
 

n n y n n n y n n y n 

18. Confidence (yes/no) y y y n y y y y y 

17. No transport 

16. No qualifications x 

15. Nationality 

w
E 

w
B

o 
w

B
 

w
B

 
B bo

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
E 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

bo
 

14. Qualification level 6 2 6 3+
 

3 6 2 3*
 

2*
 

2 3 3 2 2 3+
 

3 2 2 2 

13. Childcare years 9p
 

19
b

2+
p 

3p
 

4b
 

4+
b 

4b
 

2+
p 

4p
 

2+
p 

4p
 

6b
 

5p
 

9p
 

11
b

2b
 

1v
 

2p
 

4p
 

12. Age groups s6
t 

p up
 

p p - a - p p p - p s6
 

6s
 

u up
 

u ps
 

11. No of children 4 1 2 2 2 0 3 0 2 1 2 0 1 3 2 1 3 1 2 
10. Age (on course) 45

 
32

 
38

 
34

 
37

 
24

 
47

 
21

 
42

 

37
 

34
 

23
 

35
 

35
 

46
 

30
 

25
 

28
 

41
 

9. Familial status m w m m m m m si
 

m m m si
 

m m m m si
 

se
 

m
 

8. Aims 

kl
E 

jk
pE

 
kj

T 
kp

j 
ck

pT
 

jl cj
 

kj
s 

ck
j 

c kp
j 

c£
 

jc
 

kc
js 

ck
j 

jT
 

ja
 

kp
 

7. Why? 

p qc
 

q qg
n 

q qp
 

p qp
 

qp
 

q qg
n 

qp
 

qg
s 

qp
 

qg
nc

r 
q qp

 
qg

n 

6. Hours per week - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

5. Salary - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

4. Current job s s pl
 

d s ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

s ps
 

s s s os
c 

d ps
 

s ps
 

s 

3. Consequences 

E ks
 

ck
 

ck
 

ak
E 

cl
 

ca a c sk
ca

 
ck

 
kp

 
sk

p 
cj

 
cj

 

cE ck
 

2. Personal - ill
 

- - - - - - - - - m - j - pr
g 

- b 

1. Place of work ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

ns
 

ps
 

dn
 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

dn
 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

ps
 

Student ID 

I1
27

 
I1

28
 

I1
29

 
I1

30
 

I1
31

 
I1

32
 

I1
33

 
I1

34
 

I1
35

 
I1

36
 

I1
37

 
I1

38
 

I1
39

 
I1

40
 

I1
41

 
I1

42
 

I1
43

 
I1

44
 

I1
45

 
I1

46
 



                                     
 

        
 

    

  

  

   

  

    

 

  

   

   

   

  
 

   

  

 

  

  

   

  

 

 

 

   

  

  

  

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

314 Group 4i (Classes J & K) 

27. Prior experience 

x x cm
 

x x m
an

 
cm

 

x 
Eu

ro
pe

an
 st

ud
en

t w
ith

 M
A

 w
ho

 le
ft 

co
ur

se
 w

ith
ou

t c
om

pl
et

in
g 

as
 sh

e 
di

sl
ik

ed
 th

e 
w

or
ki

ng
 e

nv
iro

nm
en

t -
fo

un
d 

B
rit

is
h 

ch
ild

ca
re

 fa
ils

 to
 st

im
ul

at
e 

ch
ild

re
n 26. Like independence x x x 

25. Like community x x x x x x x x x x x 

24. Like children x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

23. Career now x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

22. Offered x x x x x 

21. Progression x x x x x x x x x x x 

20. Hours x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

19. Wage matters (yes/no) y/
n 

n n n y y n y y y y y y n y 

18. Confidence (yes/no) y y y y y y y y y yn
 

y y y y 

17. No transport x x x x 

16. No qualifications x x x 

15. Nationality 

w
B

 
bo

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

o 
w

B
E 

w
B

 

Bb
o 

w
B

 
w

B
o 

bo
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
bo

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

w
B

 
w

B
 

14. Qualification level 6 5 2 2 2+
 

2 3 6 2 3+
 

3 6 2 2 4 5 2 2 2 2 3 

13. Childcare years 1+
b 

3b
 

7p
 

4b
 

2b
 

1+
v 

3+
p 

3b
 

0v
 

1p
 

15
b 

0v
 

2p
 

2p
 

1p
 

15
b 

1+
p 

1+
p 

2p
 

16
b 

20
b 

12. Age groups - ps
 

ps
 

p p ps
 

p p ps
 

p - u ps
 

ps
a 

- sa
 

p p p 6s
 

p 

11. No of children 0 3 3 2 2 2 2 3 3 2 0 1 3 3 0 6 2 1 2 2 2 

10. Age (on course) 44
 

36
 

40
 

33
 

35
 

39
 

37
 

38
 

34
 

39
 

45
 

26
 

33
 

41
 

57
 

50
 

38
 

37
 

37
 

47
 

37
 

9. Familial status si
 

m m m m m m m m m m se
 

m m m se
 

m m m p m
 

8. Aims 

qj
kE

T 
cj

 
cp

B 
kp

cj
 

ck
 

qj
£k

 
ck

p 
cj

 

qj
 

pc
 

qj
kp
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315 Interview sample (i) 

27. Prior experience 
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26. Like independence x 

25. Like community x x x x x x 

24. Like children x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

23. Career now x x x x x x x x x 

22. Offered x x x 

21. Progression x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

20. Hours x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

19. Wage matters(yes/no) y y y y n n y n y y 

18. Confidence (yes/no) y y y y y y y n y y 

17. No transport 

16. No qualifications 

x 

15. Nationality 
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316 Interview sample (ii) 

27. Prior experience x 
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26. Like independence 

25. Like community x x x x x x x x 

24. Like children x x x x x x x x x x x 

23. Career now x x x x x 

22. Offered x 

21. Progression x x x x 

20. Hours x x x x x x x x x x 

19. Wage matters(yes/no) y y n y y n y n 

18. Confidence (yes/no) y n y y 

17. No transport x 
16. No qualifications 
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Appendix 4c: Characteristics of the cohort (grouped by sub-table) 

Category 1 2i 2ii 2iii 3i 3ii 3iii 4i total % 

Type of workplace 22 20 23 13 16 16 19 21 150 
Pre-school (ps) 8 9 9 6 10 9 16 13 80 53.3 
Day nursery/children’s centre 2 1 1 - - - 2 5 11 7.3 
Nursery school (ns) - 2 1 1 - 2 1 2 9 6.0 
School (sch) 3 2 2 1 2 4 - 1 15 10.0 
Other related (o) 6 5 4 1 1 - - - 17 11.3 
Out of childcare work (out) 3 1 3 3 1 - - - 11 7.3 
Not employed (u) - - 3 1 2 1 - - 7 4.7 

Consequences from course n=8 N=137 

Confidence (c) 9 10 8 7 7 8 11 2 62 45.3 
Knowledge (k) 3 4 2 - 2 2 6 3 22 16.1 
Improved practice (p) 1 1 2 - 1 2 2 3 12 8.8 
Vocational development (j nj) 7 8 7 2 7 5 2 2 40 29.2 
Improved skills (sk) 1 1 - - - - 2 - 4 2.9 
More training (tr) 1 - 5 1 1 2 - - 10 7.3 
Learning is fun (f) - - 1 - - - - - 1 0.7 
Like education for own sake (E) - - 6 3 1 1 3 - 14 10.2 
Interest in SEN (sen) - - - 1 - - - 1 2 1.5 
Ambition to do more with life (a) - - - - - 3 4 - 7 5.1 
Pay rise (£) - - - - - 1 - - 1 0.7 
English language competence (l) - - - - - - 1 - 1 0.7 
Social contacts/community (s, d) - - - - - - 1 - 1 0.7 

Current jobs n=21 N=150 

Leader (l), manager, supervisor, 
deputy (rl, pl, m, s, am, d, adt, o) 

15 12 9 7 9 4 12 1 69 46.0 

Assistant (a) - - 3 - 1 6 6 14 30 20.0 
Teaching assistant (ta, nn) 3 4 2 1 2 5 - 1 18 12.0 
Nanny/childminder (n, cm) - 3 1 - 1 - - - 5 3.3 
Other related (o) 1 - 2 1 - - 1 - 5 3.3 
Not working in field (out) 3 1 6 4 3 1 - - 18 12.0 
Volunteer (v) - - - - - - - 5 5 3.3 

Salary n= 0 n=13 N=123 

Not given (- or ?) 3 2 8 4 4 1 - 1 23 18.7 
Unpaid volunteer (0) - - - - - - - 4 4 3.3 

under 3k (1) 2 - 2 1 3 5 - 5 18 14.6 
4-6k (2) 3 8 7 6 6 3 - 1 34 27.7 
7-9k (3) 7 6 3 - 1 5 - 0 22 17.9 
10-12k (4) 1 1 2 1 1 2 - 2 10 8.1 
13-15k (5) 2 2 1 1 1 - - 0 7 5.7 
16-18k (6) 1 - - - - - - - 1 0.8 
19-21k (7) 3 1 - - - - - - 4 3.3 
22-24k (8) - - - - - - - - - -
25-27k (9) - - - - - - - - - -
over 28k (10) - - - - - - - - - -

Hours worked per week n= 0 n=13 N=123 

Not given (- or ?) 2 3 6 4 3 1 - - 19 15.5 
<5-10h 2 - - - 2 - - 6 10 8.1 
11-14h - 1 - 2 2 1 - 1 7 5.7 
15-19h 1 4 6 4 5 5 - 2 27 22.0 
20-24h 7 3 7 1 - 4 - 1 23 18.7 



 

 

 

 
 

           
   
  

  
   

 
 

 
         

    
  
  

  
   

     
    

     
 

 
   

    
 

         
  

  
  

  
 

 
             
    

  

 
 
 

 
            

  
  
  
  
 
 
 

 
          

  
 
 

 

318 
25-29h 1 3 2 2 2 - - 1 11 8.9 
30-34h 5 2 1 - 1 3 - - 12 9.8 
35-40h+ 4 4 1 - 1 2 - 2 14 11.4 

Why chose to do Diploma n=21 N=150 

Group need (gn) 4 8 11 7 4 2 4 3 43 28.7 
Group suggestion (gs) 2 - - - 2 - 1 8 13 8.7 
Personal choice (p) 6 2 7 3 9 11 8 11 57 38.0 
Mention needing qualification(q) 14 18 22 10 12 11 16 15 118 78.7 
Convenience (c) 2 2 - - 1 4 1 - 10 6.7 
Credibility (cr) 2 1 - 1 - 3 1 - 8 5.3 

Aims/expectations from course n=21 N=150 

To earn a higher salary (£) - 1 3 - - 2 1 1 8 5.3 
Confidence (c) 13 10 10 3 10 8 8 11 73 48.7 
Knowledge (k) 14 9 18 10 9 11 11 11 93 62.0 
Improved practice (p) 14 12 13 9 4 9 5 8 74 49.3 
Vocational development (j) 10 10 11 4 8 9 13 15 80 53.3 
To go on to teaching (T) 1 - 2 - 1 1 3 1 9 6.0 
To open own business (B) 2 - - - 1 - - 1 4 2.7 
Education for own sake (E) - 2 2 - - 1 2 1 8 5.3 
Social contact (s) - 3 2 1 3 - 2 - 11 7.3 
Develop skills (sk) - - - - 1 1 - 1 3 2.0 
English language/or practices (l) - - - - 1 1 2 - 4 2.7 
More involved in community (i) - - 1 - - 1 - - 2 1.3 

Familial status n=21 N=150 

Married (m) 21 14 19 11 13 10 14 17 119 79.3 
Cohabiting (c) - - 1 - - - 1 2 1.3 
Single (si) 1 5 1 - 2 6 3 1 19 12.7 
Separated/divorced (se, d) - 1 1 2 1 - 1 2 8 5.3 
Widowed (w) - - 1 - - - 1 - 2 1.3 

Age of student (when on course) n=21 N=150 

Not given (- or ?) - 1 1 - - - - - 2 1.3 
under 20 (<20) - 1 - - 1 1 - - 3 2.0 
20-24y - 2 1 - - 3 3 - 9 6.0 
25-29y - 3 2 2 1 1 2 1 12 8.0 
30-34y 7 3 9 4 5 5 4 3 40 26.7 
35-39y 10 5 7 4 3 3 5 10 47 31.3 
40-44y 4 4 1 2 6 3 2 3 25 16.7 
45-49y 1 1 2 1 - - 3 2 10 6.7 
50-54y - - - - - - - 1 1 0.7 
55-59y - - - - - - - 1 1 0.7 

No of children (when on course) n=21 N=150 

0 ch - 4 - - 2 5 3 3 17 11.3 
1 ch 3 1 7 - 3 3 5 2 24 16.0 
2 ch 14 10 11 12 8 4 7 9 75 50.0 
3 ch 5 2 4 1 2 2 3 6 25 16.7 
4 ch - 3 - - - 1 1 - 5 3.3 
5 ch - - - - 1 - - - 1 0.7 
6 ch - - 2 - - - - 1 3 2.0 

Ages of children when on course n=21 N=150 

Under 5 9 4 3 2 3 4 4 1 30 20.0 
Primary 13 14 20 11 12 10 10 15 105 70.0 
Secondary 8 4 4 2 1 2 4 8 33 22.0 
Sixth form 4 - 2 1 1 2 2 1 13 8.7 
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Tertiary sector 1 1 1 - 1 - 1 - 5 3.3 
Adult 1 - 1 - - 1 1 2 6 4.0 

Total years in childcare ( 2007) n=21 N=150 

0-2 - - - - - 3 6 12 21 14.0 
3-5 1 - 2 5 7 11 8 4 38 25.3 
6-10 11 10 15 7 6 1 3 1 54 36.0 
11-15 4 5 5 - 1 1 1 2 19 12.7 
16-20 5 4 1 1 2 - 1 2 16 10.7 
21-25 - 1 - - - - - - 1 0.7 
26-30 1 - - - - - - - 1 0.7 
Just voluntary (v) - - - - - - 1 3 4 2.7 
Just paid (p) 10 9 12 6 7 7 11 9 71 47.3 
Paid and/or voluntary (b) 12 11 11 7 9 9 7 9 75 50.0 

Prior qualification level n=21 N=150 

L0/1 1 - 4 - 1 - - - 6 4.0 
L2 15 13 13 10 7 9 9 11 87 58.0 
L3 4 4 3 2 3 4 7 4 31 20.7 
L4 - 1 - - - 1 - 1 3 2.0 
L5 - - - - - - - 2 2 1.3 
L6 2 2 3 1 5 2 3 3 21 14.0 
L7 - - - - - - - - - -
Other prof qualifications (+ / &) 3 - 4 2 3 - 2 2 16 10.7 
Progressing to a degree (*) 2 4 2 3 1 2 2 - 16 10.7 

Ethnicity n=21 N=150 

bB - - - - - - - - - -
bo - - 1 - - 2 2 3 8 5.3 
wB 20 20 20 13 14 12 14 14 127 84.7 
wE 2 - 1 - 1 1 2 - 7 4.7 
wo - - 1 - 1 1 - - 3 2.0 
bBo - - - - - - - 1 1 0.7 
wBo - - - - - - 1 2 3 2.0 
wBE - - - - - - - 1 1 0.7 
Reasons for choosing childcare n=21 N=150 

Negatives 
No other qualifications (qx) - 2 4 - - - 1 3 10 6.7 
No transport to go elsewhere (tx) - 1 2 - - 1 - 4 8 5.3 
No confidence anything else (cx) - 1 - - 2 - 1 1 5 3.3 

Positives 
Confident, own children (co) 13 7 9 7 8 8 8 14 74 49.3 
Convenient hours (h) 15 17 15 9 11 9 17 18 111 74.0 
Natural progression (p) 14 8 9 6 4 7 9 11 68 45.3 
Job offered without asking (j) 3 3 5 1 5 2 3 5 27 18.0 
Chosen career (ca) 5 18 12 6 6 10 8 13 78 52.0 
Like children (ch) 18 20 15 9 10 14 18 19 123 82.0 
Like work - local community (lc) 5 11 13 5 8 6 12 11 71 47.3 
Like independence (iv) 1 3 1 1 - - - 3 9 6.0 

Experience in childcare (ex) 1 4 1 - 5 2 3 8 24 16.0 

Money 
Salary important to family (£) 4 9 6 7 5 4 7 10 52 34.7 
Salary unimportant - family (£x) 4 2 5 - 3 1 9 6 30 20.0 
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Appendix 4d: Relationships: characteristics of cohort and sample 

Category Cohort 
(no) 

Cohort 
(%) 

Sample 
(no) 

Sample 
(%) 

Type of workplace N=150 n=33 
Pre-school (ps) 80 53.3 18 54.6 
Day nursery.children’s centre (dn, cc) 11 7.3 2 6.1 
Nursery school (ns) 9 6.0 1 3.0 
School (sch) 15 10.0 4 12.1 
Other related (o) 17 11.3 4 12.1 
Out of childcare work (out) 11 7.3 3 9.1 
Not employed (u) 7 4.7 1 3.0 

Consequences from diploma course N=137 n=33 
Confidence (c) 62 45.3 17 51.5 
Knowledge (k) 22 16.1 5 15.2 
Improved practice (p) 12 8.8 2 6.1 
Vocational development (j nj) 40 29.2 7 21.2 
Improved skills (sk) 4 2.9 3 9.1 
More training (tr) 10 7.3 2 6.1 
Learning is fun (f) 1 0.7 - -
Like education for own sake (E) 14 10.2 4 12.1 
Interest in SEN (sen) 2 1.5 - -
Ambition to do more with life (a) 7 5.1 3 9.1 
Pay rise (£) 1 0.7 - -
English language competence (l) 1 0.7 - -
Social contacts/community development (s, d) 1 0.7 1 3.0 

Current jobs N=150 n=33 
Leader, managers, supervisor, deputy 
(l, rl, pl, m, s, am, d, adt, o) 

69 46.0 17 51.5 

Assistant (a) 30 20.0 5 15.1 
Teaching assistants (ta, nn) 18 12.0 6 18.2 
Nanny/childminder (n, cm) 5 3.3 - -
Other related (o) 5 3.3 1 3.0 
Not working in field (out) 18 12.0 4 12.1 
Volunteer (v) 5 3.3 - -

Salary N=123 n=28 
Not given (- or ?) 23 18.7 5 17.9 
unpaid volunteer (0) 4 3.3 - -
3k or less (1) 18 14.6 4 14.3 
4-6k (2) 34 27.7 8 28.6 
7-9k (3) 22 17.9 3 10.7 
10-12k (4) 10 8.1 1 3.6 
13-15k (5) 7 5.7 4 14.3 
16-18k (6) 1 0.8 - -
19-21k (7) 4 3.3 3 10.7 
22-24k (8) - - - -
25-27k (9) - - - -
28k or over (10) - - - -

Hours worked per week N=123 n=28 
Not given (- or ?) 19 15.5 4 14.3 
<5-10h 10 8.1 - -
11-14h 7 5.7 2 7.1 
15-19h 27 22.0 6 21.4 
20-24h 23 18.7 6 21.4 
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25-29h 11 8.9 2 7.1 
30-34h 12 9.8 3 10.7 
35-40h+ 14 11.4 5 17.9 

Why chose to do Diploma N=150 n=33 
Group need (gn) 43 28.7 9 27.3 
Group suggestion (gs) 13 8.7 2 6.1 
Personal choice (p) 57 38.0 10 30.3 
Mention needing qualification (q) 118 78.7 23 69.7 
Convenience (c) 10 6.7 4 12.1 
Credibility (cr) 8 5.3 2 6.1 

Aims or expectations from course N=150 n=33 
To earn a higher salary (£) 8 5.3 - -
Confidence (c) 73 48.7 16 48.5 
Knowledge (k) 93 62.0 18 54.5 
Improved practice (p) 74 49.3 17 51.5 
Vocational development (j) 80 53.3 16 48.5 
To go on to teaching (T) 9 6.0 2 6.1 
To open own business (B) 4 2.7 2 6.1 
Education for own sake/ interest (E) 8 5.3 2 6.1 
Social contact (s) 11 7.3 3 9.1 
Develop skills (sk) 3 2.0 - -
Knowledge of English language or practices (l) 4 2.7 1 3.0 
More involved in community (i) 2 1.3 2 6.1 

Familial status N=150 n=33 
Married (m) 119 79.3 29 87.9 
Cohabiting (c) 2 1.3 - -
Single (si) 19 12.7 3 9.1 
Separated/divorced (se, d) 8 5.3 1 3.0 
Widowed (w) 2 1.3 - -

Age of student (when on course) N=150 n=33 
Not given (- or ?) 2 1.3 1 3.0 
under 20 (<20) 3 2.0 - -
20-24y 9 6.0 1 3.0 
25-29y 12 8.0 - -
30-34y 40 26.7 14 42.4 
35-39y 47 31.3 8 24.2 
40-44y 25 16.7 8 24.2 
45-49y 10 6.7 1 3.0 
50-54y 1 0.7 - -
55-59y 1 0.7 - -

Number of children (when on course) N=150 n=33 
0 ch 17 11.3 3 9.1 
1 ch 24 16.0 3 9.1 
2 ch 75 50.0 20 60.6 
3 ch 25 16.7 4 12.1 
4 ch 5 3.3 2 6.1 
5 ch 1 0.7 1 3.0 
6 ch 3 2.0 - -

Ages of children (when on course) N=150 n=33 
Under 5 (u) 30 20.0 12 36.4 
Primary (p) 105 70.0 23 69.7 
Secondary (s) 33 22.0 6 18.2 
Sixth form (6) 13 8.7 3 9.1 
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Tertiary sector (t) 5 3.3 - -
Adult (a) 6 4.0 2 6.1 

Total years in childcare (to end 2007) N=150 n=33 
0-2y 21 14.0 5 15.2 
3-5y 38 25.3 8 24.2 
6-10y 54 36.0 13 39.4 
11-15y 19 12.7 3 9.1 
16-20y 16 10.7 4 12.4 
21-25y 1 0.7 - -
26-30y 1 0.7 - -
Just voluntary (v) 4 2.7 - -
Just paid (p) 71 47.3 13 39.4 
Paid and/or voluntary (b) 75 50.0 20 60.6 

Prior qualification level N=150 n=33 
L0/1 6 4.0 1 3.0 
L2 87 58.0 16 48.5 
L3 31 20.7 7 21.2 
L4 3 2.0 1 3.0 
L5 2 1.3 - -
L6 21 14.0 8 24.2 
L7 - - -
other professional qualifications (+ or &) 16 10.7 2 6.1 
Progressing to a degree (*) 16 10.7 6 18.2 

Ethnicity N=150 n=33 
bB - - - -
bo 8 5.3 2 6.1 
wB 127 84.7 30 90.9 
wE 7 4.7 - -
wo 3 2.0 1 3.0 
bB0 1 0.7 - -
wBo 3 2.0 - -
wBE 1 0.7 - -

Reasons for choosing childcare N=150 n=33 

Negatives 
No other qualifications (qx) 10 6.7 1 3.0 
No transport to go elsewhere (tx) 8 5.3 1 3.0 
No confidence to do anything else (cx) 5 3.3 2 6.1 

Positives 
Confident having had own children (co) 74 49.3 12 36.4 
Convenient hours (h) 111 74 25 75.8 
Natural progression from having own children (p) 68 45.3 19 57.6 
Job offered without asking (j) 27 18.0 4 12.1 
Chosen career (ca) 78 52.0 14 42.4 
Liking for children (ch) 123 82.0 27 81.8 
Liking to work in local community (lc) 71 47.3 14 42.4 
Liking for independence in voluntary sector (iv) 9 6.0 1 3.0 

Experience in childcare (before own family) (ex) 24 16.0 1 3.0 

Money 
Salary important to family (£) 52 34.7 12 36.4 
Salary unimportant to family (£x) 30 20.0 6 18.2 
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Appendix 4e: Visual comparisons of cohort and sample data Key cohort sample 
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Age (when on course) Number of children (when on course) 
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Appendix 4f: Evidence for typology attribution 
Samplers, Stagers, Settlers, Switchers, Step-uppers 
Accepters, Agonizers, Asserters, Accumulaters 

A1 Step-upper 
Graduated, married, worked as unqualified librarian but uprooted when husband moved with no regrets, 3 
children, committee then paid work in pre-school, hospital crèche worker, took play specialist course, 
became play specialist in hospital, on salary of £20k for 37.5 hour week. 
I wouldn’t have got the job if I hadn’t got that [the Diploma] because I hadn’t got nursery nurse. Most of 
the other play specialists had come through the nursery nurse route and then the play specialist course is 
just one step on from that. 
I wouldn’t say it has been a negative but I don’t think it has particularly helped although, well it helped 
me thinking I’ve got a degree and when I went for an interview for the outpatients’ crèche I remember 
one of the interviewers was more interested in talking about what I had done at [university] than talking 
about anything else. 
I was on a nursing grade B initially in the outpatients play ward. Then when I got the job as a play 
specialist it was a nursing grade C um, then we had our banding for Agenda for Change and play 
specialists were given a band 4 and we appealed against that because we just didn’t think it was the right 
banding for us … and they reviewed it and gave us a band 5 and the nursery nurses got a 4 which I think 
was much fairer. Um, the criteria just didn’t match up at all. And we put a lot of work into that. 
The play specialist promotion comes with getting the job with that title not with having done the course. 
We feel as play specialists, properly recompensed and it is important. 

A1 Accepter 
His first posting was to L so we both went up to L. 
I hadn’t actually got a vocational degree or anything - so I wasn’t quite sure what I wanted to do. 
I went to work in a library but an unqualified post. 
The first job I had since the library was in the playgroup… I’d been quite involved in the running of it 
and then I got a paid job there. 
It was unfortunate the way it all ended really… In a way it was a good thing for me, that it finished, it 
forced me to think. I think I probably come from a generation that thinks once you are in a job that’s it, 
you are in it for life… I think I would probably have just stuck with the same thing, um, without the little 
push we were given. 
The only real progression for me would be the play co-ordinators job - It’s much more of a management 
role so you are not really with the children anymore…I felt it wasn’t right this time. Whether in a couple 
of years if it comes up again, I would feel differently then? ... I certainly would not move to another 
hospital. 

A2 Settler (but currently resting following break up with partner and could become a stager if she does 
move on as she claims) 
Left school at 16, office job, pregnant, childminder, retook maths and English GCSEs, volunteered then 
worked in pre-school helped set one up, took a TA job and stayed there for 9 years. Undertakes short 
courses but no desire to do more. 
I do like working in a school … I love working with children, love children anyway, already had my own 
so looking after other peoples’ children wasn’t an issue. 
I don’t think I would call it a compromise because I really enjoyed it so I don’t think - it was just 
something I enjoyed doing. It just happened to be right for me and had all the right aspects about it. 
If I ever left here I would probably go off on a completely different tangent again and just do something 
else, try something new although I do like working in a school. 

A2 Accumulater at lower level (but with some characteristics of accepter) 
[School] - I muddled my way through it … Sitting down in lessons was really boring. 
When I left school I had a couple of office jobs that I really hated, stuck in the office with loads of 
women wasn’t really my thing. 
Became pregnant at 19 and raised my daughter for 4 years and then I started going into childminding. 
I did actually go back when I was 18 and do GCE maths because I didn’t get a very high grade in my 
CSE. I enjoyed maths and I thought that having a maths qualification was important for gaining a job. 
Then I had C… when I went back into it again and stayed there and almost progressed with C … I started 
helping out as a parent helper and then doing volunteer work if they were short staffed because I was a 
childminder. 
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[Going into pre-school] was a decision that I sort of slipped into … when C was old enough to go to pre-
school I sort of tagged along with her. 
From there [a new playgroup] was built and then we went to work at [it]. 
[Going into school as a TA after pre-school closed] created a dramatic improvement in salary but it still 
meant I could work around the children. 
Since then I have added extra qualifications with teaching assistants. I’ve done the learning support 
assistant course, various acceler-read, acceler-write, course for literacy … and behavioural management. 
NO NEVER. I would not want to go into teaching. 

A8 Step-upper (and switcher) 
Business studies course, office work, book keeping, 2 children, pre-school work, Diploma, level 4 course 
(self-funded), teaching qualifications, community education tutor, NVQ trainer.  
I had my own children and started doing volunteer work in pre-schools and I was interested in that work 
and obviously it fits around your own children and … I applied for a job as an assistant, got the job as 
assistant and then almost immediately started the qualifications for that job. 
At the time it was to be able to do the job that I was doing better. And then, it kind of led on from there. It 
was ‘I found that really interesting. What can I do now?’ 
[Did you have career plans in mind at the outset?] Not to go as far as I have done with it, no. 
I don’t feel comfortable teaching a level that’s the same level as me. 
I don’t know whether I could do it at a higher level so actually, yes, this is pushing myself. 
I have to have certain kinds of knowledge for my job, so that’s got to take priority. 
I have always been a fussy marker and marked hard … And if I marked it as that it was almost guaranteed 
that that what they were going to get and that gave them peace of mind. 
… with my experience now as a teacher I can see their point. 
I’m a perfectionist and I’m kind of a bit like that with my students which isn’t fair really. 
You do have to be careful not to get too enthusiastic and teach at too high a level because you know that 
higher level. 
I take it in my stride now but it wasn’t very easy to do, to start off with. 
This is why I am working with NVQs because it’s not your typical NVQ. I am being allowed a lot of time 
with individual students. 

A8 Accumulater 
I wasn’t very good at school. Not very good at applying myself. I done the basic minimum that I had to, 
to get through. There’s other things to do when you are a teenager. 
I had my own children and started doing some volunteer work in pre-schools. I was told that I had to take 
some kind of qualification. 
[Career plans] Not to go as far as I have done with it. 
At the time it was to be able to do the job that I was doing better. And then, it kind of led on from there. It 
was ‘I found that really interesting. What can I do now?’ type of thing. And so it was almost the courses 
shaping my career rather than me having a particular career in mind and doing the course through them. 
[Studying] I think it can be quite addictive. Once you get into something and get the satisfaction of 
getting a qualification that when you started out you thought you probably wouldn’t be able to do it then 
you kind of think ‘well, okay, I’ve done that, I’m in the habit now. I might as well keep the ball rolling 
and then I’m in the mood so to speak …’. It’s like your confidence is lifted and you are in the study mode 
so to speak and so you look for something else to do and that’s why I say that it’s more the courses that 
have shaped my career than the other way round. 
I then had to divert over into getting my teaching qualification, and I got that and then I did a couple of 
things like basic skills to help me with my teaching so I’m only just now swapping over to the other route 
to do my vocational knowledge. 
I’ve got the forms upstairs to see if I can get some APL with the ADCE so I can get a degree with the 
open university. 
Another thing I did was maths, one of my extra little bits with the Open University … to keep my options 
open. I got a distinction - probably between my 7302 and my Cert. Ed. 
[Of the Diploma] I find it really, really interesting - the range of things that you cover. 
I think I was actually finishing off my level 4 when I started to do my 7302 so I had a crossover of two 
courses at that point and I did actually have a timetable showing where I would fit everything I fit the 
study in, but that’s the only point I have ever been that organized. 
Worrying with a degree because there will be more research … When I done my Cert.Ed. I had a bit of 
trouble getting it the way that they wanted it … I don’t know whether I could do it at a higher level so 
actually yes, this is pushing myself because I’ve got a bit of trepidation about whether I can actually 
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produce the goods. 
I’d like to go back to languages. I used to be fairly good at languages at school without even trying but 
I’ve never ever followed it up but, you know, you’ve only got so much time haven’t you? 
If I am not educating other people, I’m trying to find out more information for myself. 

A9 Stager (Sampled many part-time jobs but only did childcare while children very young) 
Left school at 16, starts pre-nursing course, retail for 8 years, 2 children, p/t ward assistant, pre-school, 
Diploma, sets up own pre-school, retail. 
I got a Saturday job , working for [shop] … and I carried on doing the pre-nursing course … and a full-
time position became available at [name] where I was Saturday girl and I just went one day and thought ‘I 
could be doing that. Why am I doing this? Why am I putting myself through this with people I don’t 
like?’ I really enjoyed working at [shop] so that was the option I took at that stage. I went into work and I 
stayed at [shop] until I had [daughter] …. Em…8 years. 
I was employed as a ward assistant we were called. The ward assistants are cleaners now but I was a ward 
assistant in the old style of ward assistant, em, just helped with meals. I just done a few hours at the week 
end. My mum actually done the job in the week which was how I come to get the job at weekends. 
[Pre-school] When J started they were short-staffed and I ended up on the staff this time. 
… in the end we decided that we - it would perhaps be better to start up another playgroup … We set up 
[name]. We just finished one term and said ‘we can do this, we can do this, we need to do it, we can do it 
good’ and we looked around for a site … We all worked really hard through the holidays. We advertised, 
we got this - we opened with about 12 children, and we were up to, to our limit within 3 months. 
[Did you think it was a career move?] I did, I did at the time. 
[Husband] had been ill - I needed to earn more money than what [the pre-school] was giving me. I’ve 
been at [shop] for 7 years. 

A9 Accepter (analyses like an agonizer but does not waste energy on the impossible) 
Em, it was around that time that my mum and dad split up and I think I felt that I didn’t - I was 12 - I 
didn’t want to put any extra pressure or be a burden so … if that’s what the teachers felt was the right 
thing to do, my mum usually agreed with them so that was what I done. 
[Doing split jobs] I don’t know if I even made a conscious thought. 
She came and we ran it between us - neither of us particularly wanted the commitment. 
[Of newsagents bought by a friend] He said, ‘if I buy it are you going to run it for me?’ 
I’m quite satisfied with what I’ve got. You see my brother doesn’t have any children. Okay he has got a 
house worth over half a million with 5 bathrooms … 
˚I just wasn’t … brave enough to object I think.˚ 
I had two kids to look after and I suppose I’ve done that to the best of my ability and perhaps if I hadn’t I 
would still be looking after other people’s children but I feel that I had to put mine first and that’s what 
I’ve done. 

A10  Settler 
Left school at 16, numerous retail and factory jobs, going into day nursery to be with her son, Diploma, 2 
setting manager posts. 
So I left [school] and went to British Home Stores which isn’t a good thing to do, um, no it didn’t make 
me want to go to college or anything. 
I went to work with [hosiery firm] which is now Tesco’s in B… which was the underwear, tights and 
stockings. 
I was thrown out by my stepfather and lived with my Grandmother in P… who I didn’t get on with. 
… it was freezing in her house - so I came up to M… in Kent to stay with my elder brother and his wife 
and I got a job in Argos and that’s really what changed my life. I went into Argos as a window dresser 
never having done it before and then helped with the cashier - only because I got on well with the other 
lady that was doing the cashier’s job. 
They opened one in [place] so um, I became, I trained to be office manager … that was really how I got 
into that sort of work and then I left there years later to work for [store] in accounts so I just fell into the 
money side of it really. 
I always said that when A left primary school, I would actually work again, get another - go on to do 
accounts or something but then, of course, I had E … 8 years later and I couldn’t do … I felt I had to do 
the same for her. 
… there was no way I’d ever envisaged going into childcare. 
Now she’s at secondary school, I am now manager, I don’t feel the need, I’m settled now. 
[But do you think it’s a career now?] Me? I do and I fell into it but only probably because of where I am 
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because it’s far more - I would not say exciting - it’s far more, um, it feels more worthwhile because I 
actually do an awful lot in the group. When I read all the bits of paper that is my job description, the 
Committee’s job description - I actually do half the committee’s work um, but I don’t find it hard any 
more. When I first started when I first took it on, I was very worried, it was very daunting but I knew I 
had it, knew I had it up top, just had to find it really and now it just comes easy. 
[So you’ve become an expert!] Well, no, well I probably have and I probably do know a lot more than I 
give myself credit for. 
I don’t think I have any plans - and the reasons for me not having any plans is different to someone else in 
my position. It is because my husband is 11 years older than me so I’ve told him when he retires that I’m 
going too. I’m not going to be at work when he’s out playing golf (laughs). That still gives me quite a 
while … another 6 years. 

A10 Asserter 
I used to keep the class quiet because I would be reading under the table. 
I was bullied from day one, um. It got to the point where if they looked at me horribly, I’d hit them first 
and then ask questions. 
I went to work for [hosiery factory] and that was also - very - mostly Indians - and that was really - my 
mum hated the fact that I was going there … she didn’t think it was good enough for me. 
I was hating the fact that I was paying someone else to look after him [her son] so when I finished work I 
went to work [there]. 
The whole thing changed really with me going to college. It’s changed all this, made the other two go, 
made me manager! 

B15 Settler? Or switcher (could become a step-upper) 
Performing arts graduate, married, 2 children, childminder, runs small pre-school, Diploma, 2 TA jobs. 
It was my first job in childcare apart from childminding and I knew I wanted to get out of the house into a 
setting. 
The consequence was that I got another job in a school! … 
I had the qualification just about behind me and I had all the information up there all fresh in my mind, all 
the knowledge and some experience at that stage and so it was just the obvious thing to do at that time 
even though it meant that I had not got my own place to run and work with … 
[Move to TA job] We needed more money basically. 
I’d rather stay in what I know but more so, my hands are tied because that is what I am qualified in, I 
know, although years ago I did other things, people don’t want to know what you did years ago, they 
want you qualified and experienced in what you do now … 
I’m stuck a bit really now at school because my next level, I’m at the top of my level, at the moment, is a 
new job description. It moves up into another … it’s not a higher level TA but it’s heading that way and 
my Head hasn’t got that job for me. 
Well. I’ll keep my eyes open to do something else but I think it’s going to be pretty similar in most 
schools because they’re limited to the budget. 
[And you are not tempted to join the teaching staff?] No, not after seeing all the heartache and hair-
tearing that seems to go on. 
It would be difficult for me to get into another thing without doing further training which is something 
I’m looking into on a part-time basis. I think I mentioned on the phone about psychotherapy but that’s 
two or three years down the line and even then it might be something I could still use with young 
children. 

B15 Accepter 
I knew I had to do something and the Diploma was there and available and fitted in with work and that’s 
why I did it really. 
I was just sort of thinking, see how it goes and see where it leads really. 
[TA job] it was huge increase in financial reward so I just went for it out of interest. 
… you only get bits, only hear what you have to do, you don’t often hear the whys and wherefores and 
where it’s coming from. They just say that this is what we are going to do. 
It sound a little bit jaded but if that is what we have got to do, we do it. 
I really need to stay in that area I think. There is no point going off and doing something - it sound a bit 
facetious - but I am geared to this area of work at the moment because that is what I know. 

B18 Switcher 
Left school at 16, civil service for 14 years, married, 2 children, pre-school, Diploma, supervisor. 
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I went into the civil service and was there - I kept thinking ‘oh, I’ll move from here, I’ll do something 
else’ em, but got promoted within the civil service a couple of times and the next step up was for moving, 
working in London and I wasn’t really sure whether I wanted to commute everyday so I ended up staying 
there for 14 years until I had my children (laughs). 
[Pre-school] I was approached to sort of help out on a more permanent basis until they found somebody. 
Yes, I mean I’ve always really said that it’s a full-time job with part-time pay which, you know, it pretty 
much is, you know, and I do put in an enormous amount of hours but having said that I think, you know, 
that some people are ideal for the job, some people have quite a number of children but I certainly 
wouldn’t want to employ them as an assistant with me in my playgroup, thank you very much (laughs). 
I really do enjoy it, I really do I enjoy - I very rarely get up in the morning and think ‘god, I’ve got to go 
to work’. 
It’s perfect for me because it’s in the village where I live, schooling, everything - it ties in nicely but I am 
always also striving to improve it, to get approval for people to want to send their children there because 
then that gives me pride in myself. 
Yes, to think that I have, you know - the success of [name] playgroup over the last 6 years, 7 years, 
certainly since I became qualified and really got going under my belt and I’m not saying it to blow my 
own trumpet. I’m only saying what other people have said to me that I have made a damm::: good::: 
successful::: playgroup. 
No it has been suggested to me ‘for goodness sake, why don’t you go on and be something else or move 
on but … it’s not something that is in my mind to do at the moment. 
I have toyed with doing my next level - as you know I spoke to you … I just know I haven’t got the time 
to commit to it at the moment, that’s not to say I wouldn’t do it. 

B18 Accepter 
… the idea of earning money was more attractive at that time, at 16 than actually going on and (laughs) 
doing something more worthwhile so, but yes there is not much I can do about that now … 
The next step up was moving, working in London, and I wasn’t really sure whether I wanted to commute 
everyday so I ended up staying there for 14 years until I had my children. 
They kept saying to me ‘why don’t you apply for the job’ and I’d say ‘no, no, no, I don’t want anything, 
playgroup assistant would be fine, it would suit me but I don’t want the responsibility, thank you very 
much. 
I was persuaded that that would be a good idea. So there I was (laughs) … 
Any mistakes had to be rectified by hand but it wasn’t too bad, I didn’t mind too much. 
I can’t really see the benefits in leaving here and finding something else, em, you know to be honest until 
she [daughter] is old enough. 

B20 Settler  (could become a step-upper) 
Left school at 16, YTS, pregnant, married, 2 more children, retail, cleaner, pre-school, Diploma, deputy 
manager, doing foundation degree, may go on the EYPS or teaching. 
I just see it that I’m doing it all BACKWARDS! 
[Pre-school] I applied for the job and I got it and just worked my way up. 
[Career] It wasn’t a long term thing, no. 
Perhaps a transition to the school - but now I’m happy and learning … 
It just seems to have opened up a wider career path if you like. 

B20 Accumulater 
I left school with no GCSEs. They were all CSE grade 3s and - I didn’t get my English and Maths and I 
had to go and do those. 
[Diploma] They must have suggested if for it to be me. 
[Doing foundation degree. May go on to EYPS.] 
I’ve got long term goals but I’m not quite sure or certain of the end. 
I’m growing with the children, I think. 

B21 Step-upper 
Estate agent practice manager, marriage, 4 step and 2 other children, pre-school, Diploma, supervisor, 
running own sessional care, headteacher of private nursery school, £27k. 
It is a proper job - it’s got, you know, 9 weeks paid holiday, um a pension, and I mean, they are going to 
want a lot for their money but it’s a level I would never have achieved. 
I don’t like being the pleb, I don’t like being the new one. I like being quite bossy but knowing what I do. 
I don’t mind going through the ranks as long as I can see a quick progression. 
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I think I would like to do um, the foundation degree. I won’t do it next year because I want to get my legs 
well and truly under the table first. 
I just think it’s for me, it’s the perfect thing at the moment. I mean things may change, I don’t know, I 
was thinking before this came along well, maybe I’d - like I said to you - maybe I’ll go into teaching and 
that may well happen - it may happen at some point but I’ll still kind of - I wanted to make sure that I’ll 
have hands on time with the children. I want to make sure that I have that - because I am not fed up with 
that yet. I still need that to be part of my daily routine. 
I just think that also it’s terrific how you can progress within - there are all sort of levels in this type of 
work aren’t there and if you are willing then to then put - to do further education yourself you do reap the 
rewards from it. There are other places to go so I think that we are very fortunate really. 

B21 Asserter 
I went into the estate agents and I said to one of the guys there ‘could you pretend to be my dad and ring 
the manager at the bank and say to him that I am not coming back in?’ 
I’ve always been quite firm about being independent and following what I think is right whether that’s 
right or not because I think well, you are the one that has got to live the life that you are setting yourself. 
But then I came into contact with solicitors and surveyors and, um, people that had a different sort of 
education to me, you know, they had gone down the route of - okay, they’d had to go to university and 
things - but I could see how that changed your life and the level that you could live at. 
Well I spoke to everyone - I got everyone together and the committee, because it is committee run, so I 
just went to the chairperson and said ‘what do you think?’ 
[To Ofsted] well, come and talk to me about it and I’ll tell you how it is going to work. 
I’ve probably come to the end of this allegiance really and need to think about what I want to do to move 
on. 
Please don’t disregard me for the fact that I haven’t got a teacher qualification because, you know, I am so 
passionate about what I do. 
[Of EYPS training] knowing how I am probably I will want it to be me (laughs) but yes, so that I would 
like to do that. 

C25 Switcher (could be a stager if she moves on but did do 10 years and still runs children’s church 
activities) 
Veterinary nurse to pre-school worker - taking time out to reassess. 
I took a few months off and started looking round for jobs and eventually became a veterinary nurse 
started training as a veterinary nurse= 
I was veterinary nursing and [husband] was a vet student at C... … I was just a housewife and on call 
with him … I did a bit of vet nursing until [child] came along. 
I started being a mother helper at [name] playgroup and hey presto ended up at [name] playgroup for 
many years (laughs). 
I would, would like, as I said to you before, I would like to, em, explore the possibilities of anything 
creative - writing or art or anything and it would be child-based … I know from the Diploma I enjoyed 
putting pen to paper and creating sentences and words. I think that is something I can do now. Whether I 
can write books at a child level, I have no idea. 
I’m fortunate in that I’m still very involved in my church and doing the children work at church an em 
I’m head of the team for the 3 to 5 year olds in our church. 
In years to come I may well go back and do the job again - in a different setting (laughs) maybe - when 
certain people have left! But right now I need to take a break but I wouldn’t even say ‘no I’m never going 
to go back into working in a pre-school setting’. I could see myself doing it again so long as I could just 
be one of the workers and not be too involved in the paperwork (laughs). 

C25 Agonizer 
You progress in life and you can move on and become a new person, a different person, hopefully? 
On the Diploma there is an awful lot that one learns about personalities and development and teamwork 
and stuff that is just a very personal journey as well. 
So I went to a second best school and then I was just a square peg in a round hole or a round peg in a 
square hole, whichever you like, I didn’t fit in at all with the other girls so… 
I loved learning and that is, actually that is my most - that is the overriding memory although I kind of 
hated it, I was loving learning, so that’s the pay off (…) because it was a hard, not necessarily a happy 
time because it was - I did sit and cry many times over it. I was desperate that I couldn’t get it done and 
stuff but I DID get it done and I love learning. 
No I didn’t always completely get my head round it - but did anybody - I can remember the whole class 
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saying ‘But Hazel what are we supposed to be doing?’ sometimes and sort of a degree of confusion. 
That’s not me but then I am not one to go and ˚I’m frightened of the teachers, I’m that sort of coward˚ -
no I might have thought different things, em it certainly, I would never have gone and addressed it. 
Em, emotional exhaustion (..) I think, but that is because, em, my marriage is falling apart so I have a 
double pull on everything so I think if I had a strong, supportive marriage I could probably handle better 
all the emotional stresses at work but because life here is actually appalling - then trying to handle two at 
once is just - I put my hand up, I can’t do it any more and I can’t handle both so one had to give and the 
obvious one to let go of first was work. 
All-in-all I’m still very fond of her and she’s - that’s one of those difficult things - she can be lovely and 
she has been very supportive of me whenever I’ve been desperately upset … but she’s just such a volatile 
lady so after 10 and a half years, I’m exhausted … It’s just so hard, so hard:::. 
I find the constant change of demands by the government and the powers that be (…) utterly frustrating. 
I don’t know (laughs) it’s an enormous gamble and that again is because I don’t actually know whether I 
am going to get divorced or not or anything, em, if I don’t get a divorce then yes I can be a lady of leisure 
you know but I can’t get a straight answer from my husband so (..) it’s just an enormous gamble but if I m 
stacking shelves in Waitrose by Christmas that’s cool. 

C26 Settler (not quite a step-upper but approaching this category as day centre manager) 
Left school at 16, office work, shop work, volunteer in pre-school but moved into day nursery. 
I helped out a lot and then I actually started working for them and it was a few years and then I though, I 
quite enjoyed the job, I liked the outcomes of what you put into the days with the children so then I 
decided to go on and get the qualifications and it was mainly to find out more and about how things 
worked and it had been so interesting that I just kept doing it. 
… when my daughter was older, went to school, I knew I could then branch out a bit more, do more 
hours so then I went to work at another nursery 
Well it made me go more and more into childcare so - because of the idea - it’s just like I was fascinated 
by how children work and it’s interesting because, again, no child’s the same so every day in the nursery 
is different so I think it just made me go deeper and deeper into it. I’m hooked! (laughs) Totally hooked! 
I think you have got to be dedicated working with children because it is not the money that brings you 
into it because there are more jobs out there, better paid, less qualifications that you could do. 
I’d only been here two weeks when we got Ofsteded and that wasn’t a very good one but it was a right 
one because things weren’t in place so it’s now my challenge to get a better one in three years time so … 
I haven’t got any plans - just to make this one better and bigger. 

C26 Agonizer (with elements of accumulater) 
I finished school on Friday and I walked into the job on the Monday so I didn’t have time to think or 
anything. 
And then they sort of pushed you to do more training all the time and it was good because sometime you 
just need that. 
The senior - was going on maternity leave, so I applied for her role and so I took that for 6 months - the 
job got advertised for a permanent position and so I went for that again but I didn’t get it … So I thought I 
couldn’t stay there when you know I had been treated … because why step down - I’d done nothing 
wrong. 
And I went to the [name] job fair … just looking for jobs and that, then I met [name] and then they had a 
stand down there and said ‘Oh, come and work for us’. 
[Of special needs] Because it is like a frightening road to go down. To approach it, and you know what 
the procedures are, it does make it easier. 
[Of the Diploma] I’d got a qualification and it was something to be proud of. 
I think it was to do with all the other courses too, like the Birth to 3, I kept up to date and health and 
hygiene, I kept up to date and sign language, allergy awareness. I think it was because I did so many other 
courses and how I put it across in the interview. I suppose that’s why I got it - it was lucky as well. 
Now I’m in my 40s and I’m doing a foundation degree. 

D32 Switcher 
I was a chef originally. No desire to go back into cooking. 
[H. And you had career plans in mind. To end up where you are now or …?] 
Well, yes, I actually did want to work in a nursery school. 
When I worked in the mother and toddler group they said I had to be in a full-day nursery to do your 
qualification and to move upwards else I won’t get on the ladder at all. 
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I’d like to go in a school actually - reception year - I haven’t done that yet. 

D32 Asserter 
If you don’t study and don’t do well there isn’t any option when you leave school. That’s why I went 
back into education to get further up the field in the nursery. Else I’d still be a nursery assistant. 
When my husband says you only just play with children I feel like slapping him over with a saucepan 
(laughs). This is not playing - there’s a lot more to it than playing isn’t there. 
I have changed, my confidence has changed which I didn’t have when I was at school. I will take on 
challenges. 
I say, come on, I have to go shortly. Can we get back on track, I will actually say … Or I can always 
make a face. 
They wanted to pay for the course when I first went there. But I said no. Wasn’t sure if I wanted to stay. 
When Ofsted came she sat around waiting for me to do a shared story but I’d already said I was taking a 
group into the other room. She doesn’t listen. 
Haven’t told anyone about this, well just one person, but I’m keeping a book, listing all the things I don’t 
like - like forgetting to come back and leaving me with all the children. With dates and times. I can’t 
complain to the head teacher unless there is something to complain about, so I’m keeping a list. 

D34 Switcher (could become a stager or step-upper if an opportunity presented itself) 
Left school at 16, in insurance for years, asked to be play assistant, became play leader and being very 
committed to children, is still there 9 years later. 
I went to work for [name], the insurance company and it was really good actually because although at the 
time I thought ‘Oh this is really bad news’ it was really good because I could progress really quickly. 
I had done lots of work with children before. I had been involved in Bible club in Bristol, I’d been 
involved with a cub group, I’d done some work with PHAB - the physically handicapped and able-bodied 
- so I had always done things with children. 
A good friend of mine was a pre-school teacher so I talked to her quite a lot and that was good. 
Being village based you know that you’re going to see them for the rest of their primary lives - well, you 
hope you are anyway - and you want to, hope that you have done the best for them. 
Other people just don’t seem to spend five minutes with their children and I find that just very, very sad. 
I hope it’s something that I can instil in the children too because I think that it is important that you do get 
involved. 
Yes, and a lot of it is thinking, well you know, I’ve been there now, um 8 years, 9 years coming up and 
you suddenly feel, well the last person left after 9 years, um, you know you do start to think ‘everyone 
said that she had been there ages’ and you think she left, maybe they’re thinking I’ve been there too long 
as well. You do get those sort of thoughts. 

D34 Accepter 
Financially we weren’t that well off so by the time I did my ‘O’ levels I realized that to go onto ‘A’ levels 
would put an awful lot of financial burden on them because by that stage my Dad was retired. So at that 
point, probably against my better judgment, I opted out and went to work. 
Wasn’t actually planning on getting a job, well, I suppose I thought of getting a job but not in childcare 
and I was actually offered  a position with another pre-school. 
Then the leader left and I moved into the job so I said ‘well, okay, I’ll give it a go and take it on’. 
[About foundation degree] You’ve got to decide whether it’s worth it. And I knew for me to pass the 
course I would have needed to have given up everything else in my life and I felt that was asking too 
much. 
It needed to be the one day off of the week, plus all my evenings, plus the weekend and that was putting 
an immense amount of pressure on the family especially when [husband’s] not here. 
I think it was everything, Hazel, in all fairness, and I think it was trying to make sure that I still did a good 
job at work and I did not feel that I could do all of it. 

D44 Switcher 
Physicist, research plans thwarted by a head injury, tries and dislikes teaching physics, 4 children, retrains 
to work with children. 
I wanted to do a PhD. I wanted to do a PhD in theoretical physics. I had a very strong idea of what I 
wanted to do which was what I always wanted to do which was research into pure theoretical physics. 
Even now, even at this great age of nearly 50 - I’m 49 - I would still - my dream would still be to do that. 
Well there was a break of 6 years (giggles nervously) in the middle of my physics degree following a 
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road accident, a head injury that was summer of 1978 which would have been just before my final year. 
… I went, got back in contact and also retook the last 2 years of my degree and got an ordinary degree in 
physics whereas previously I had been doing an honours degree. 
I went in feeling that I had failed to do what I wanted to do so therefore I would teach, so it was not the 
right attitude (chuckles). And I never really wanted to teach. 
I got a job that I loved as a learning support assistant at [name] and found that I loved working in the 
classroom without the pressure that I found with teaching practice. 
It seems a natural thing to me that the mothers do the caring quite naturally… which is not something I 
would ever have planned or thought that I would do. In fact, I was quite the opposite I was very career 
minded. I was going to do physics and I had not planned on having children but having had children I 
find that it changed me and I am very happy to be with them. 
It suits me for the time being I think. 

D44 Agonizer 
It was quite life changing - the whole head injury thing sounds quite heavy - quite life changing and I left 
home, changed my name by deed poll, left the country. I was off, that was a completely new phase of my 
life and to cut a long story short I ended up - it was an abortive trip round the world. I ended up going to 
Scotland, living a very remote, North of Aberdeen, part of Scotland on a farm, aiming to be self-sufficient 
but having to work in a factory to pay the rent so I - stayed 6 years altogether doing factory work, 
supporting myself and then went back. 
[On assignments]Well, I think my record probably shows I didn’t find enough time to do them … It was a 
struggle that was my, I don’t think my organization was good enough, probably still isn’t to organize 
running a house, looking after the children, everything, and doing homework. (laughs). 
Yes, it was as if I was screaming out and that’s how I felt really. 
Oh dear, oh dear - no I can’t really remember. I can remember thinking ‘I could do this better if I could 
spend more time on it’ and appreciating really what was being asked and how I could do it better. 
I sort of. I resigned but I don’t think they were too pleased with me at the time - both of them (laughs) 
shall we cut that bit? No, I don’t think I had been doing quite what they wanted. I had appraisals that were 
critical and em, it just seemed to be very critical and I thought I had done what they wanted so I was glad 
to be out of it in the end. 
I think I’m, oh dear. I seem to be like now, stuck for words sometimes, and quite awkward with people 
and I think that is just a personal thing really. 
I think for my own fulfilment I would have liked to qualify as a teacher and sometimes it is frustrating, 
well, for instance, having done maths and physics it was frustrating to have another teaching assistant 
take a lesson and not be able to do some very simple arithmetic things and thinking ‘I could do that 
better’ or, it sounds arrogant doesn’t it. 

D45 Stager 
Graduate with varied jobs as she follows husband round the country, 2 children, pre-school work and 
Diploma, 5-year plan, disillusioned, seeks career advice and moves into countryside work. 
I was open-minded at the beginning. I really enjoyed my time here. I wasn’t saying ‘oh well that’s it but 
when I found myself employed by the pre-school I thought, oh, this is good maybe for five years or so 
and we’ll see. 
Money has never been the issue with us, you know, I gave up work so I could be at home to look after the 
children. That was more important than earning money, We were lucky we could. 
It was becoming a little too regimented for my liking. 
I looked round for various things and I went to the careers department at the library to see if they could 
help me get back on track. 
It hasn’t been easy, making the change because it’s, you know, it’s almost taking one career and then 
stopping it and starting a new career. 

D45 Accumulater with Accepter tendencies (A step-upper in a sense but not in childcare) 
I did the introduction and then I went on to do the Diploma course because I had enjoyed the introduction 
so much. 
I did a ::: computer literacy course in between because I wanted to bring myself up to speed with the 
world of the computer. 
Shall I learn Welsh or do I learn Irish? I had a friend who was going and she wanted someone to go with 
her. 
I was quite happy - career was never in my radar - I was just happy to do what I found and 
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whatever I enjoyed … 
Well. I suppose I’m quite patient and:::: happy:::: to accept what comes, and flexible. It’s not been an 
easy ride for any of us. 

E62 Switcher 
Leaves school at 16, shop job, waitressing, then marries. Trains as care assistant and does that for 10 
years, part-time when children arrive. Nervous breakdown, leaves abusive marriage, starts work in pre-
school. Diploma, dislikes colleague and goes into school as 1:1 then TA. Starts level 3 TA course. 
I couldn’t see where I was going with that career - because I’d found, once I’d found that lady and she 
had died in her sleep, I thought - I didn’t want to go into nursing, you know, em, but I couldn’t see where 
… I didn’t want to be in a home. But where was I going to go - I didn’t want to sit in an office, you know 
my supervisors and everything so … 
They offered me the job and I grabbed it and you do the little one day things and the half-day training 
courses. And you think, ooh yes, I quite like this. Because you need to know - well I wanted to know 
more, you know, you’d see the planning, you’d do the observations, and you’d think I don’t know what is 
going on - I WANT TO KNOW MORE. At least, I did. 
My interests do lie in the special needs area so would I have gone down that route rather than the 
Diploma? 
[So did you have an inkling that special needs was going to be your thing at that point?] 
No, not at that point. Not until I had got into the Diploma. When you start looking at the planning and the 
observations and how you assess the observation, how it works into their learning, you know. 
I would not want to be a teacher for love nor money these days. 
I love being with the children … it fascinates me how you can have - we’ve got 25 in our class - years 3 
and 4 - varying degrees of ability and::: ... they can sit and they can tell this group the same thing over the 
same way. They can all be the same ability but some will get one part and some won’t, you know they 
won’t … and I can’t understand that. I find it fascinating that children just interpret things differently. 
I want the best of both worlds. I want to be able to work and also I want to be at home with my children 
when they are at home. And childcare, teaching, working within that environment, allows me to do that 
and it’s rewarding. 

E62 Agonizer 
I actually found someone who had died::: in their sleep, and that really shook me…. You deal with it at 
the time but afterwards you think, ooh, you know, and you go at nights and if I found somebody at 10 
o’clock at night when you are on your own… 
I had a breakdown because of the marriage - because of him I had a breakdown. Because of how he - I 
divorced him and the grounds for divorce, for separation - I had grounds because of unreasonable 
behaviour. 
And she would say things and she would undermine me ev::ery:: sin:::gle:::step of the way’. 
I was sick every morning before I went to work, physically sick before I went to work. 
It takes a long:: while:: to become::: you again:: so::: it’s a very long proc:: … it’s a long process to get to 
a certain point and it’s a long process to come back. 
No, not until I’d done that but that was what I am saying. If I hadn’t have done the Diploma if she had 
stayed - I’m wondering if … It happened in stages. It wasn’t long after I had been there because as far as 
everyone - when [names] both handed their notices in it was like a bolt from the blue, em, so nobody had 
got an inkling because it was such early stages. 
No it was sort of October time - it was half-term when I applied for the job and didn’t get it and then… I 
applied for this job over Christmas and::: I was offered the job and said ‘yes I’d take it’ and, I handed my 
notice in and in the same month so did she. No that’s a fib - I’ll go back. I handed my notice in and they 
said right, instead of applying for … a joint leader we will advertise for a manager. 
I feel as if I hadn’t done anything for such a long time and it’s the terminology that’s used and … 
focusing yourself! You need to focus and that is really hard when … you know, you’ve got all your 
information. I’m dreadful I want to write tons of stuff. It’s keeping it concise and to the point and I tend 
to waffle. 
I need to be me again not his wife, the kids’ mum. I needed to do something for myself. 

E67 Switcher 
Retail to childcare. 
I just thought I was going to be there while my son was at pre-school and I’d probably - I don’t know 
what I thought because I had always been in retail since I was 18. 
Childcare suits me and my family. 



 

 

 
              

                 
            

 
     

                      
             

              
                   

    
                      
               

              
           

 
          

             
                

  
           

                      
          

                  
      

           
                   
           

              
                    

         
                      

                 
     

 
     
               
 
                

                  
                
       

                    
                

    
                 

     
                

                   
                   
            

 
     

            
       

  
                   

     
                

          
               

335 
Even the parents, they think we do it out of love, especially if you have a committee sometimes. But we 
feel like a profession. We’re level 3, we’re pre-school practitioners but at the end of the day I think that a 
lot of people see us as just somebody to look after the children for just a few hours. 

E67 Accepter 
[Why did you sign up for the course?] I was told that I was going to do it so … I didn’t actually get told I 
was going to get the job until September and then I started the course in that September. 
I think I could have done so much better. But at the time, I went with the flow. 
I didn’t realize I was going to get so heavy into childcare but they told me this is what they wanted me to 
do and that was it. 
I mean when I first came in, I went Oh. Can I do it? Never. But I plodded on and we got there, you know. 
I had, always been interested in holistic therapies, really interested and I think I had a dream of becoming 
a therapist working from home but you know it didn’t work out like that - but it’s fine. 
I hope it will change they say what goes round comes round … 

F82 Step-upper (but was a switcher at sampling stage) 
Banker, to pre-school worker, to adviser on £19 -23k per year, with paid holiday leave. 
I went into banking, and this is the actual honest answer, it was because I thought you went home at half 
past 3 (laughs). 
And I gradually worked from an office junior up to leading that department. 
I stayed with the bank for 11 years. I didn’t stay there for 11 years, I was there for 7 years and then I got a 
job with our regional office, em, doing something called a merger team supervisor. 
I was very clearly told if I wanted a career progression then there would be a need to come back full-time 
and I wasn’t prepared to do that. 
I’d done 11 years doing one thing and this was a completely different career path. 
I love working with the children and yes it started off with being very, very convenient in terms of fitting 
in with my family and, in terms of its location, its been wonderful. 
[the foundation degree, what motivated you to do that?] Partly I think because I had really enjoyed doing 
this diploma and I was pleased with my results, I was really pleased with that and I wanted to do 
something else, wanted to do that little bit more::: 
I think after 5 and a half years - it was where can I take it , what can I do next - so it was looking for the 
next, the next thing and also I was looking to find something that was going to pay me a bit more em for 
the hours that I was doing. 

F82 Accepter 
The eldest started at pre-school here - I used to come in and help. then it became every Thursday come in 
and help. 
And then the leader at the time then was planning to go on retirement so she was planning a job advert for 
an assistant who was looking to take over as the leader which I applied for and [X] applied for and I got 
the job and so I started it and within about a month another person left so [X] got that, applied for that job 
and got that job so it all came together that way. 
I think I wanted to run the playgroup, as the playgroup leader, but I think it was only when I started doing 
the course that I began to think more clearly of ‘perhaps I wouldn’t mind going into teaching, I quite like 
dealing with this age group’. 
The job advert came out and I thought that is the sort of thing I have been talking about, let’s go for it, 
let’s apply for it and see what happens. 
We always said that the friendship would come first and I didn’t want to fall out over it and I know she 
wouldn’t want to fall out over it … I would have stayed. I wouldn’t have looked to go obviously it had 
got to the stage where one of us had to go and, but equally it has probably been the kick up the backside 
that I needed to try and do something different and potentially this could lead to something … 

F85 Switcher 
Tried and gave up A levels, worked in shoe shop and then 6+ years in insurance, 2 children, 
childminding, pre-school assistant and joint supervisor, moves to a school-based pre-school job shared 
with a teacher after interview. 
And then when I was 20 I landed a job just on the edge of the City in London in insurance and did the 
dreadful commute for about 6 years so… 
They had a voluntary redundancy programme which seemed quite good to me so I took the money and 
ran because it was round about the time I was looking to start a family. 
When [child] went to mother and toddler group first. I got involved there and, you know, before very long 
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I was organizing it, the mother and toddler group. And keyholder, and doing that kind of thing. 
I was going in once a week into the nursery because I just loved it … Yes, the nursery school I really 
liked the environment there. They had a teacher there who was fantastic, they had a nursery nurse there 
whose job I wanted. 
I really needed to get a job here and they were advertising for assistants at the playgroup so then I applied 
for that, took that job. 
There is something about that age group that I still find exciting even though my children have moved on 
from it and it just felt like it - when I saw the advert, I just thought ‘my job.’ 
I think at the moment because there is so much change going on in the playgroup anyway with X leaving, 
it gives me the opportunity 1: to prove to myself and to other people that I can do it by myself if I choose 
to … 
So I’ve got to think, now do I want to be still running the village playgroup in 10 years time or do I want 
to move on and do something different. 
So I have been looking at the kind of parent support roles that are being invested in at the moment and 
those kind of things. I think that may be kind of the way forward - sort of empowering parents to help 
their children. 
I think I have to recognize that I don’t want to be still running a playgroup in let’s say 2 years time. 
Probably by Christmas next year I should be out of there. Because I think there is a danger that if I don’t 
do it in that time frame, I won’t do it ever and that would be silly. 
Yes, still very much in child-related spheres as well but not (hhhh) maybe doing more 1:1 work with 
individual children with you know emotional or anger problems, or whatever, and with the parents. 
I think, I think a lot of other people thought that it was something I would grow out of and it was 
appropriate while the children were small certainly. I didn’t and I don’t and I, if the job was em, 
professionally recognized as a valuable part of the community, Em. I would have much less of a problem 
with it but it’s - there’s still, in spite off all the responsibility that you hold - and it seems to me that 
nobody actually outside the job really understands how much responsibility you hold - and how high the 
standards have to be. 
I enjoy it, I enjoy the challenges, I thrive on it, I like the - I like working with parents, I like most things 
about the job I really enjoy but the stress levels relative to the financial package are just ridiculous. 
Yes, no it is because it’s absolutely the reason I will leave the job and the reason that I know lots of 
people who have left the job and it will continue to happen and it makes me really cross because I don’t 
see how our successive governments can insist on raising, raising, raising, standards but not actually 
taking on board any of the responsibility themselves for the people that they are asking to provide those 
standards. 

F85 Agonizer 
I had to go back to take a letter in saying I wasn’t going back, em, which was quite awkward, it was quite 
difficult.  
I mean there could have been an awful lot of problems had one of us been doing one course and the other 
one been doing a different course. 
And okay there might be a dip in standards and there might be a bit of a traumatic period for a term but it 
would - you know, we had quite a lot of terms that were quite traumatic and didn’t need to be. 
I would be lying in bed worrying about it anyway so I might as well get up and do it. (laughs) 
I’m not a planner in life, I’m an instinctive person and em, if I have to plan for something that is going to 
happen in 6 weeks time I’m not very good at it because all my enthusiasm will come out NOW and if I 
had to do it tomorrow I could do it but by the time 6 weeks comes up I’ve kind of exhausted it in my 
mind and I am almost bored with it, you know and I am the same at work, em if we have got a crisis and I 
have to react, that’s fine. I can do that, it doesn’t faze me at all but planning for what to do in 3 weeks 
time, I find very difficult. 
I don’t know, I think I just need to find a way that works for me because I think taking X’s method and 
adapting it to me is always going to feel quite Heath Robinson. I think I need to find something that I can 
really get my teeth into and understand. If I find a system that I feel works for me properly then I won’t 
have a problem with it because I will feel the benefit of it. At the moment all I am seeing is lots of 
paperwork that doesn’t seem to really be giving us anything back. 
When I was doing that course I went through an enormous period of guilt, huge period of guilt about, you 
know, things that came up and I was thinking ‘oh, gosh I approached that all wrong with my children at 
that age’. 
You know, I could have a job in Tesco’s earning - I earn £8 an hour which I think is appalling and I am 
responsible for the health and safety, the hygiene, the fire safety, you know, you don’t have to look very 
far to see tragedies happening in day nurseries and stuff and that will remain my responsibility for £8 an 
hour and obviously I lie awake worrying about those things and I wouldn’t be doing that if I worked at a 
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checkout in Tesco’s - I would:: not:: be:: lying:: awake:: worrying:: about whether I had undercharged 
someone 10p! 
I would like to have a professional advising me and for me to be reporting to a professional who has had 
more training than I’ve had and knows a bit more than I do and may be a bit more experience than I’ve 
had and I haven’t got that to go to and it’s wrong. 

F86 Stager 
Left school at 16, nannied abroad, went to secretarial college, legal secretary, 6 years in pre-school then 
did Diploma, after school club, insurance secretary, secondary school arts co-ordinator. 
What I learnt about what children learn from us just really made me think I wasn’t what they needed. 
Whether I would have naturally outgrown working at playgroup had I not done the course, I obviously 
can’t answer. 
I just wasn’t good enough, I don’t know, or whether I was naturally coming to a stage where my children 
were getting older. Do I want to do this? 

F86 Agonizer 
I do analyse myself ever such a lot. 
That is what made me stop going to playgroup - stop working in playgroup - because I felt that what I was 
doing wasn’t really having the right effect on those children in our playgroup. 
I definitely don’t think I would have wanted to have been in charge, wanted to be playleader because I 
don’t know if I could have come up with the whole picture of what we should have been doing. 
It’s like being in the middle of a spidergraph, isn’t it, and thinking, I don’t know which leg to take. 
Maybe the young age was too young so I couldn’t really get the feedback maybe I needed from them. 
If it was like too messy, it messes my head. 
… little people that are going to grow up into big people and if you’re feeling that in any way you 
are brushing them aside because you’ve got to go and fill out a form or do a bit of paperwork, 
that’s dreadful. 
I couldn’t do a true, true observation because the children wanted to play with me or needed me. 
I don’t like to be muddled. I like to be in control. 
It’s funny that you should mention the mess because it’s the one thing that - although I don’t mind - I love 
children playing with it - ‘their hands are filthy˚ - playing with paint. I really like all that but in a 
controlled way. So it’s this little control thing. I don’t mean I’m a control freak, I just mean - when it’s -
like if it was like too messy, it messes my head. 

F88 Stager (could be a settler if business does not do well) 
If you had said to me when I first came into childcare, em, if you had said to me 5 years before that I 
would be working with children and::: working in a setting looking after for (…) you know, twenty six 
children on some days, I would have said ‘never’. 
I knew, when the children went to school, I knew when I wanted to go back to work, because I wanted to 
look after my children, I didn’t want to put - not that I am saying there is anything wrong with it - but I 
didn’t want to put them into childcare. I wanted to be at home for them so I knew that I had to do 
something that involved [sic] around school or university so that I could have, you know the time off with 
them … 
I knew I’d got to go into a field where I had the holidays and erm, the time - the finishing times so that I 
was ready to come and pick the children up so I knew I had to go and work within schools so I finished 
like a TA or go into like a playgroup or go into like a university you know, like reception or something, 
you know, in that field… 
I found it really very fulfilling. He was a very - he was a special needs child and I loved it, I really loved 
it and didn’t realize how it was very rewarding … 
Oh yes, I am quite happy with my job, yes. It still fits in with what I want to do although I’ve just started 
a business up on my own (laughs). 
I bought it and started it up and it took off quite well and I didn’t know if I could cope with coming to 
playgroup and, so I came to [supervisor] and I wanted to be fair to her because I knew that she would 
need to employ someone with qualifications so I said can - I think I need to leave but she said, can’t leave 
now, she said don’t burn all your bridges, just cut your days down and go from there so I’ve cut my days 
down and I now just work 3 days … 

F88 Accepter 
… things change in your life, er, em, and you have to change with it really. 
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I went into the family business so it wasn’t - the qualifications weren’t the be-all and end-all. They were 
just something you did. 
… so a post arose as a 1:1 in the setting and I went for the post and got it, really enjoyed it, and thought ‘I 
can do this’ and then I looked into them, what I needed to do to have the qualifications. 
… and I thought I could do this, you know. And then they kept me on … 
… and then they had another child come and kept me on and then I kind of fell into it really erm, … 
… that settings need to have someone qualified and [supervisor] said was I prepared to do it? So, erm I 
thought about it, I thought about it quite hard because I knew that it was going to be a lot of work and said 
yes, I could do it and then I went from there really. 
I looked at it many years ago when I first got married and the time wasn’t right … just over a year ago it 
got put before me again, the same business. And I thought, this is fate, you know, you never get a bite of 
an apple twice do you, or a bite of a cherry twice and I thought I’ve got to see if I can do this. 

F91 Step-upper 
Disjointed schooling, thrown out of home, retakes subjects when she can afford to, shoe shop, [civil 
service], married, 3 children, childminding supplemented by shop work, Diploma and pre-school work, 
full-time nursing training to work with premature babies, graduate on £19k. 
Without [the ability to help children with learning difficulties] I didn’t feel I was achieving my full 
potential. I feel like I have now, I feel content and like I’ve done it - and the house is a bonus. We 
couldn’t afford this on just X’s money. 
I realized that I could go further. I still had a brain and I could still use it. It gives you a bit of a boost to 
realize that you are still quite good at something, that you can do something. 
A trained nurse. I wanted to achieve a bit more. I realized in the course that I could still get the grades, 
thank you very much, that I could still study and I could actually do something more. So at one point you 
suggested the degree and I did consider that but I was getting nowhere with the learning difficulties so I 
decided to go to the heart of the problem and go into neonatals and that’s why I did my training. 
I’ve done my bit of free stuff and now’s my turn to get paid. 

F91 Asserter 
[School] I’d go in and get all the work and I’d study at home. Negotiated with maths teacher ‘no don’t 
drop me. Put me into the higher paper and I will put in the work at home’. 
One of the comments made at college … the psychology teacher she, eh, made a judgment on me and 
turned round and said … ‘oh you must come from a rich background, you’ve had an easy life’. And I 
turned round and said ‘no, I haven’t actually, I’ve come from being kicked out and I’ve been bullied by 
my stepdad’. 
I got in contact with the LSAs who go to school and said I would work free of charge if they would just 
point me in the right direction and I would help the children with learning difficulties but the headmaster 
at the time said it was unethical … because two of the learning difficulty children were my own. 
Not all of us have got jobs but I walked straight into one - in the special care baby unit. 
I was able to help the other students. I then went on to teach what you had taught me. I went on to help 
others. 
I told them all about spiral learning because they were sitting there, all the students were sitting there 
going - we’ve done this before. 
[Of her twins] They’ve gone into secondary school and they’ve had a normal report and they are 
achieving higher than they should for science. 
It sounds morbid but I thought ‘I don’t want to die having never tried’ because my father -in-law had 
prostrate cancer, the armed robbery has a knock on effect - that guy could have stuck that knife into me 
and I might not have been here now so it was a catalogue of things building up … 

G104 Switcher (could become a stager if pay becomes an issue, or a step-upper if decides to teach) 
I was looking to start a new career to work with children ... not just to go blindly in. 
I went along and found out about the course first … it fitted in with the hours - the school hours. 
Yes it was a career move really … its kind of what I was looking for really. 
As they [her children] get older I feel I can do more - extra at work. 
I did a business studies course … secretarial sorts of jobs … did a degree in European thought and 
literature ... working then in personnel … had my son so I stopped working - I was intending to go back. 
I wanted a change from what I was doing and this was the most appropriate thing at the time but then you 
also think, well maybe I could do something else or::::: even is this the right thing for me but because it 
did fit in so well and I did have an interest. 
I wasn’t doing it to increase my qualifications if you see what I mean. I was doing it to get a vocational, 
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to work with children … 
You do get a bit of grumbling, you know, at home. ‘You do all this work and there’s not much money 
coming in’, that sort of thing. 
I had though of teaching as well, but I’m not quite sure:::: about that … I think I’d rather stay with the 
younger age group but … there is a possibility about teaching, I think. 
It fits in really well, yes it’s perfect for what I want at the moment … if it was well paid, in the way that, 
well, you know, it deserves to be, I probably wouldn’t think of moving. I’m quite happy. 

G104 Accepter (but made a choice to enter childcare) 
After I’d volunteered for a while a 1:1 support post came up and I automatically took that= 
Then I got another 1:1 support job after that because, em, a little downs syndrome boy joined our nursery 
… 
And then that was running out and the leader was leaving just before [child] did so I just sort of moved 
into her position. 
I knew the systems and the ethos and the way everything is done and I felt that, em, it was a kind of 
natural progression for me. 
I am ambivalent … I was thinking about the yoga thing because I am thinking, I could always - that could 
always be a possible move:: on:: for:: me. 
I’m on the fence about that as well! I mean, obviously you don’t know until you try, do you … you’d 
need to be fairly sure what you were doing would be worth it … 

G107 Sampler 
Poor schooling, worked in shop, took ‘O’ and ‘A’ levels, tried University, succeeded on second attempt, 
works in job centre, adult learning centre, school bus escort, after-school club, second ASC and pre-
school, Diploma, moving on to gardening. 
[At job centre] I went in there for a job as a cleaner and the person interviewing me said ‘well, why don’t 
you do something a bit more’ and I said ‘I don’t know what I can do’ and she said ‘well, we need 
someone here’ and so I worked there…. I was responsible for long-term unemployed, sex offenders, and 
ex-servicemen, ex-services. 
And I applied for a job in a local day centre for adults with learning difficulties … And it changed … 
There was a push to get people into voluntary jobs, which sounded good, but you see people just 
desperately lonely because no-one will talk to them. 
Moving to Brighton with a partner, commuting to London and then thinking I don’t like commuting -
then my partner was made redundant and I thought right we will just have a whole new start … another 
day centre, adults with learning disabilities. 
My mother became ill … I nursed her until she died … at a loss and a friend along the road said how they 
needed an extra person where she worked and she worked at an after-school club … and I really liked 
working at the after-school club. 
My closest friend … she moved … and she said ‘why don’t you start a new life’. I started looking for 
work within a couple of weeks so … 
[In pre-school] because a job came up and somebody I knew said to me ‘would you like to do that?’ and I 
said ‘I don’t know’ … and I went for the interview and I got the job and I carried on doing the two jobs 
together. 
I couldn’t - I don’t think I’d ever drift back into pre-school … It’s too much to be able to do the things -
the records, the observations, the - be on the ball with everything and the practicalities - it just seems too 
much for me, too much. 
I am quite frightened of what is going to happen really. [Sorry] No, that’s the truth - I think perhaps I 
shouldn’t say that. When I first get there I am going to do some gardening … And I don’t know, I am 
frustrated in some ways because I would like to do something a bit more but I’m not quite sure what. 

G107 Agonizer (flashes of Asserter and walks away from what she dislikes, Accepter in terms of 
finding jobs) 
… it’s horrible to think about your past. 
And later on in life I’ve wondered how much of it did I imagine but I contacted a friend through friends 
reunited and we have been writing to each other and she remembers it as such a humiliating, bullied place 
and it was so out of sync with the 1960s so I know that it wasn’t my imagination because I had feared that 
it was me. 
The first year wasn’t too bad because I found it so astounding, I was just so amazed … I was with 
children who couldn’t read and that was just so - that was very frustrating - I remember being told off 
because I was reading ahead in a book. I got told off for that. 
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… there is a thread running through me of not completing things. 
My father despaired really. I wasn’t happy anywhere and I … then I wanted to go to college but he said 
‘you don’t know what you want’ so I forged his signature on a form. 
I decided to do combined studies and the idea of that would be ultimately for teaching but it was 
unrealistic because I was just so homesick. 
I was paralyzed for quite a time because I couldn’t figure out which side I had to do it on. 
My aim is to help people blossom or … I just long for people to see, the children, the adults whatever I 
have been working with to bloom. 
It’s not me being unreasonable, I felt reassured by that … I felt that I could challenge because it wasn’t 
just my neurosis or inner rage or whatever. 
I don’t know - I just didn’t grasp things. 
I don’t go to committee meetings deliberately. I don’t, I find that quite claustrophobic and there is social -
I feel there are two things going on … 

H112 Switcher (could become a step-upper if takes teaching qualification or opens pre-school) 
In police force, as civilian and as officer, injured, retired on health grounds, volunteered in pre-school, 
Diploma, TA in school. 
I went and worked in the POLICE FORCE AS A CIVILIAN, it was a civilian post and that was where I 
got my first job - working for them. 
I was an intelligence officer … near on 10 years I would think before I joined the police force. 
Yes, retired me in terms of ill health. They decided that - and because I was going down here - I wasn’t 
getting better. 
[At pre-school] just looking around me and seeing how they did it and what they had to do … I just 
thought to myself, well I can do this. 
[Asked if she will stay in childcare] Oh, I’d like to, yes. I’ve got a real, a real thing for it now. 
And I will keep going. But it’s quite nice for me now. I feel quite lucky now that I can work and do what 
I’m doing and it being so enjoyable that you love going to work anyway and it’s not a chore::: and I’m 
there - I’m still there with my own children. 
If I got the chance to open my own pre-school or something like that, I would do it, if I had the 
opportunity I would do it, you know, something like that, if I had the opportunity. 

H112 Accumulater (some Asserter tendencies counteract the problems she has to overcome) 
I, em, kept going back, kept going back and visiting these people and said ‘what can I do a bit more of 
this’ and… I made a pest of myself really. 
I felt I could transfer a lot of my skills what I’d had before. I wasn’t learning from scratch. I wasn’t 
someone that was as thick as two short planks that needed to go and learn everything. 
[After the Diploma] did the TA level 2, counselling stage 1, sign language course, child protection, food 
hygiene, first aid, TA level 3, starting level 4, Alcan speech therapy course in September, and still 
considering the foundation degree in future. 
… then go on to do level 4 which brings you onto a higher TA … Umm, which brings me on to my next 
progression. You have to reach those so instead of having supply teachers in you can do the PPA time 
which they use for planning and preparation, em and, er, if my teacher is off sick, what better than me 
teaching my class but you have to level 3 to do it. 
… feathering my nest to make it bigger and better so that, should I want to move on::: and get a better 
wage which I deserve, I will be able to do it. 
[And you are somebody who once you have said yes, will make yourself do it won’t you?] 
Absolutely … It’s a part of my make-up, yes. But it was even before I did this. That is what I was like 
before as well. I was actually sitting my sergeant’s exam when I had to retire and I would have gone on to 
do my inspectors and I would have gone on to my - whatever - up there, the same as my friend. 
I think I’ve just learnt within my own self that you - to keep abreast of things you’ve got to keep yourself 
educated anyway. It’s like listening to the news and knowing what is going on around the world. But I 
don’t think you need to do it totally in depth like that but when if you are given the option ‘oh would you 
like this course?’ Yes, please. I would. ‘Would you like to do this?’ Yes, please I would. ‘Would you like 
to …?’ Yes I would. 

H113 Switcher (could later become a step-upper) 
Parental pressure to qualify in computing, marries, 2 children, moves into childcare. 
I ended up by doing a computing diploma, an HND in computer studies because it was the only one I 
could get onto with my one little E (laughs). 
I ended up doing an accounting job as an accounts clerk for about 2 years, saving up - I met my husband 



 

 

 
                    

   
               

      
                  

                
               
   

                 
                   

                 
                 

   
                    

 
     

                   
             

                  
                 

                      
                   

                  
     

        
              

                   
               

                       
               

                   
                 
    

                 
           

                
               

                 
                 

       
 

              

                  
               

       
                

               
                     

                     
             

    
                    
         

   
                

           
                    
                 

341 
at university and em, then when we got married I finally got back into computing and I hated it - just was 
not happy doing it. 
Having a fantastic husband … He said while you are on maternity leave decide what you want to do. And 
I started helping in my son’s pre-school. 
I wanted to know more about what I was doing. I wanted to know that what I was doing was right. I 
wanted to know the different methods of doing things - because the way you do things at home with your 
own children - what you can get away with, with your own children (laughing) is totally different to what 
you do in a pre-school. 
Definitely in the right area but whether I want to be a playleader for the next 20 years - that’s another 
reason why I thought that I want to do the foundation degree to see what options there are. …I know I 
could possibly go on and do teaching - top up - get a proper degree and teacher qualifications. I’m not 
sure that that is the way I want to go, don’t know if there is something specific in early years I just need 
more information and more knowledge (laughs). 
I don’t get as much money (laughs) but I’m happy. I wake up in the morning and I want to go to work. 

H113 Agonizer 
It wasn’t that I was thick or anything I just found that kind of studying really, really difficult. … I did 
terrible and the pressure at home was humungous to get a good education because of my culture. 
=And I did terrible at them, I mean I loved numbers and I loved maths I’m just not particularly good at 
them. I am interested in them and I don’t mind working with them but I can’t go and do the really 
complicated things with them unless I’ve got - I mean I can apply it if I’ve got it in front of me and, you 
know, I understand what is going on but I can’t apply it and that was my problem with that maths. … So 
I’d sort of - you do realize why you’ve made those sort of - why you didn’t get on but it’s too late then 
really (laughs) … Hindsight’s a wonderful thing! 
Life was extremely miserable and it was a very depressing time. 
I just started going out less and things, I mean I hadn’t completely gone into the whole agoraphobic thing 
but once I had my daughter I wouldn’t go anywhere really (H. Umm) and then I think I was watching 
something on the TV and realized ‘Oh my god’ and went to see the doctor and got it all sorted out. 
Once I set my mind to it, I’m sort of that person like - I’m going to do this - I’m going to do it so that’s it. 
I’m just that sort of person otherwise I’d never have been able to get out of the whole agoraphobia. 
In just having a heading it just makes a huge where do you stop? … If you’ve got a heading you know 
where to start. It’s how far do you go and if you’ve written all this stuff - have you covered what the 
examiner is possibly looking for? 
Because I’ m quite an insecure person in things that I do. Have I done it right, am I doing it right, so it’s 
that kind of boost really, Yes it is a boost for me. 
Even all the essays and things - it does help you because I was terrified of forms and things like that so all 
those kinds of things that I’ve been scared about and sort of avoiding and things I can now face= 
I mean like everyone has got to have a skill or something that they’re good at and I never had chance to 
find out what that is and it’s kind of really nice to be good at something and::: being able to develop that. 
I think it’s huge for self-esteem, especially if you enjoy it. 

H125 Settler (3 attempts to qualify but resting currently, not switcher as supermarket not a career 
decision) 
Got one ‘O’ level and then just went straight into work - Sainsbury’s - and that was it and then married. 
Didn’t work for quite a while because I was bringing up the children but I got offered a place at the local 
pre-school and couldn’t say no because (voice lifts) I just enjoyed it so. 
Yes, started on the rota parent list and I thought it was fun going in there helping the children out and the 
children, just made you feel good about yourself. When I got offered a job I said, yes, of course and I 
went from one morning to now 5 mornings so it was good. I did enjoy it. Yes … I worked there for 13 
years. 
[The Diploma] I had to do it really for my job … you listen to other people and you think, well hang on a 
minute, I didn’t realize you could do something this way or you look at things in a different way and it 
opens up a whole world to you. 
I wanted to be supervisor every day so I had to have the qualification … I wanted to turn it round so that 
it was more in tune with what Ofsted requirements are, and that you are actually looking at each 
individual child and meeting their needs. 
[But you … I haven’t quite understood why you have given up?] Because I couldn’t go to work being 
unhappy, and every time, every day I was in there, there was somebody moaning. 
I’m thinking of writing to Tesco’s and asking if they want to set up a crèche? … Or I’d like to work at 
[the] hospital with the little children, I don’t know … I got asked to look after this couple of children in 



 

 

 
               
               

                 
            

              
                 

                
           

                
               

        
                       

             
 

     
          

     
                
                      

                 
   

             
                   

               

                 
       

            
               

             
            

                 
  

             
               
                

          
                      
       

 
      

        
               

              
     
                

        
                  

               
 

                 
  

               
             
              

        
                 

                
   

                   

342 
the school holidays for the day and that’s her rang me again so - and there’s another parent that’s rung me 
and asked me to look after her little girl on Friday morning instead of her going there. 
If I won the lottery I would make an offer and buy that place myself and I’ll get that horrible building 
knocked down, I’ll have a purpose built one built, I’ll have a lovely little garden done that’s entertaining, 
not just boring with areas that Ofsted could really pick so much fault in it is unbelievable … 
I’d like to go and help. I want to be able to help every child or a group of children even if they are really 
struggling - special needs or anything like that where you feel that you are really, really helping them to 
move on in their life, in the way they want to move on. 
I think I want to do something a bit more specialized. I mean, there’s a little girl that needs looking after 
… she’s got down’s syndrome. I thought that’s a nice little job, really rubbish money and the hours … but 
if I did it I would really enjoy it. 
I don’t know I just want time where I can actually sit on my own and let it go round in my head and I 
keep looking on the internet or in the papers and see what’s about and there are loads of jobs about. 

H125 Agonizer 
I’ve obviously got so committed to the children, I’ve got myself so attached to the children. When they 
left I came home in tears. 
NO it’s just like everybody just didn’t bother, didn’t have the time or the energy or the effort to put into it 
and I thought, well, I could do it all on my own but why should I? Because then it’s not … if you’re 
fighting all the time, I can’t carry on fighting all the time. … AND I WANTED TO BE DOWN THERE 
30 YEARS. 
I can say ‘well done, you passed it’ but really I wish I’d done better. 
... but now I’ve talked about this NVQ level 4 and I think ‘oh no’, which means I’ve got to go and do that. 
Will I be able to manage it? Will I have enough support at home? And now I don’t know which way to 
turn ... 
I’m really rebelling against Ofsted at the moment. I’ve got such issues with … because I don’t think they 
allow children to be children anymore and it doesn’t stop. 
Because I couldn’t make it work there and it’s such a small place. And you can’t walk into somewhere 
else with all your ideas when they’re quite happy and settled in their ways. You have to adapt to their 
ways. That’s why I could never walk in and think ‘I’ll apply for nursery manager’. 
I think you have to have your own to understand what children are really like because children are not 
text books. They haven’t read the book, have they. They just grow with what they know and what they 
learn from around them. 
What’s the point of doing the course if you’re not going to do your job properly? 
I just think they should change the education system. Yes, okay you need to know how to read  and how 
to write and you do need basic maths but then I think they should attach more like, I don’t know, more 
things that you are going to do every day in your life. 
I don’t know what to do. I just feel, I’ve got so many things going round in my head thinking I know what 
I can do, I know what I can do. 

H126 Sampler (resting postnatally) 
Biology graduate in own country, works with children to improve her English and finds she likes it, 
started own family, may return to childcare or teaching, be a home-based mother, or return to lab work. 
I like, er, study, I like read books and especially I like, um, biological things, read and explore things, 
that’s why I studied that subject. 
After I came here, I really wanted to do a job and then after that I realized because my English knowledge 
is not enough for doing a job relative to my studies. 
[Work experience before degree] I worked in pre-school - not a teacher. I helped - I volunteered - like I 
did a little bit of science - collect leaves and explain what type - and did these things, not a proper 
teaching assistant. 
I thought if get on with children then I can improve my English because then I can read simple books not 
very hard books. 
When I am training at [name] nursery, she asked me to do some activities. I did three activities. I did a 
plan and three things with the children and I did intentions and planning and covered all areas and I really 
enjoyed that, yes because I checked the internet and I got some information and activities. It was 
something I did myself, that’s why I think I enjoyed it. 
I like teaching, yes. I had not the idea before I do the course but after I have done the course, I think I can 
do because I did very little things for the children. Yes I can do. If somebody give a chance I can prepare 
and I can do this. 
Now I feel I want to join a pre-school again because all the time I stay at home and because my mother is 



 

 

 
                  

 
    

                
          

               
               

          
           

 
          

              
     

            
          

                  
                 

                 
              

                   
             
       

               
              

                
                

     
 

     
                    

                 
   

                
                 

            
             

               
               

              
              

      
                
              

           
                   

                

 
           
            

           
                  

  
             

                    
        

                  
        

             

343 
going back I am lonely all the time. But if I join a pre-school then someone has to look after my baby … 

H126 Accepter 
At that time my husband’s scholarship stopped, yes, I really had to work otherwise we had not money, 
then, I did 40 hours a week, yeah, I had not time to read books … 
It is totally different because we always listen to parents, we really respect them because they are at home 
before they go to university. We have to listen to them, yes, we can’t argue with them because if they say 
yes you should do, then we have to, because there is no choice, there is no option. 
[Dependent upon husband’s decision as to whether to stay in England or not.] 

I129 Switcher (could be step-upper if does teaching qualification) 
Graduate, worked in IT for years, 2 children, volunteer who jumped into leader role and is now stepping 
down to consolidate knowledge but also considering teaching course. 
I mean I’ve had a total career change with doing a playleader job anyway. 
PC support type work and that’s where my main career has been. 
I had - throughout my career I had often thought about teaching. It had never really gone away. I did think 
about teaching when I was just 16 and then I decided against it so, yes it’s quite interesting ... 
It has changed because it has given me a direction into education - teaching - and it’s been good:: for me 
um, to see whether I actually liked teaching, whether I liked doing that, and I DO actually like doing it so, 
em I suppose it is an easier route, I suppose it’s a safer test of it rather than going down a proper, a full-
scale teaching qualification and then realizing that I (laughs) don’t like teaching children. It’s almost a 
safer route into whether that is what I want to do. 
I can see myself probably in a few years time, doing a playleader’s position maybe again, when my 
children are a bit older and I’ve got a bit more experience as well. I’d feel that, even though we did okay, 
it would have been better if I had had a spell as a deputy playleader rather than going in straight= 
When I’m here the hours fit so well into my family life, okay, better than say - that’s another 
consideration with the teaching qualification because that overruns. 

I129 Accepter 
I sort of fell into … It’s only through volunteer work as chair of a pre-school that its given me that 
direction, em, so who knows what is going to be around the corner. It might:: change again - probably not 
- but who knows. 
Really bizarre how it all worked out. I sort of fell into this career in PC support type work and that’s 
where my main career has been. From there, I fell into it. I don’t think I hardly touched a computer before 
(laughs) it was most bizarre how it all happened but once I came back here it seemed a fairly interesting 
job and it seemed a stepping stone to get back here to do something else but it didn’t work out. I ended up 
really liking what I did and did quite well in that field and ended up being an IT manager. 
I had no qualification whatsoever, shadowed a PC support worker - and then they were taken over - the 
computer department was taken over by an outsourcing company - a very large company and being part 
of a large company and I was quite I don’t know was being pretty good at what I was doing and then sort 
of quite quickly progressed through this larger company. 
I sort of fell into it, I thought it would be - I wanted to do the course. 
I started the course In September and then I became a volunteer at M and W pre-school and then, em a 
few weeks before the Easter holiday I was approached about this job -the playleader’s job at [name]. 
Well I have actually been approached by a private nursery in [place] actually. … I might do that - I don’t 
know. Then my local pre-school have asked me to go back to there (laughs) - to where I did voluntary 
work! 

I133 Switcher (but could become a stager if no promotion) 
Left school at 16, trained as hairdresser, some casual retail work when children small, settled into 
childcare when own children in school, wants better pay and hours in a school. 
I went straight to work as an apprentice hairdresser…. I was there for 10 years … the majority of my 
training was in-house. 
When [eldest] was 18 months I worked at [clothes shop] part-time, [eldest] went to a childminder so I 
worked in retail for about 3 or 4 years. Then I worked - when I was pregnant with [second] I worked in a 
local newsagents - shifts on Sunday. … My uncle had his own like greengrocery/supermarketty type 
place … I used to work weekends there. After that I went to … a bakery - most of the jobs that I had were 
weekend because of having the children at home, most of them were weekend jobs. 
I wasn’t actually working there when [third] actually went to [pre-school] but when he left and went to 
nursery. 



 

 

 
                

              
                 

            
                

     
                 

              
       

                   
                  
              

                       
               

                 
               

               
                    

             
 

     
                   

  
              

                 
                 

         
                   

         
                 

      
                    
             

      
                 

                  
   

              
                   

                  
                  

              
        
                 

        
 

      
              
                     

       
                   

                
  

            
              

                 
              

              

344 
[Started by] helping out at school because I didn’t really at that particular time have an interest in the 
young children. 
… it was just so different from how I expected it to be that I really, really enjoyed it. 
I would then like to progress more and maybe going into a school at a very low level like nursery or 
reception because that is the age group that I have been used to working with. 
I am now finding that they are not employing me because I am now to a certain degree overqualified now 
because they can’t afford to pay level 3s. 
I know I’m limiting myself and I’m probably sort of … but, but at the end of the day in a childcare 
situation I am going to want to be able … to be out looking after somebody else’s child and having to pay 
someone to look after mine if I go into a full-time daycare centre. 
[Of EYPS course] If I sort of get to another 6 months and I’m totally bored with what I’m doing and I feel 
that it’s going to be to my advantage for me to go and do some more. If I’m in a position for somebody to 
say to me, ‘yes you can run off and go and do it, then I probably will do’. 
I think it will depend on how things go with it in the next few years. If I can manage to get to where I 
want to go from the point of getting, getting maybe into a school, getting into sort of like nursery, 
reception, to start with and maybe then sort of work - having the confidence to work my way through the 
years groups then I think I will be quite happy to stay there until retirement … 
I think this is what we are waiting for at the moment. We are waiting for somebody to come and say to 
me ‘I’ve got this job for you’, so then I’ll say ‘great, this is what I want to do’ and then I can settle 
because I am not settled at the moment. I feel, I feel very in limbo … 

I133 Agonizer 
I did struggle to keep up but I think it was a good experience from that point of view because it did make 
me push myself. 
… the job came up at [pre-school] and [name] said to me ‘would you be interested in coming?’ and I 
thought ‘oh’ because I’d always sort of said to her ‘you must be daft working with this lot (laughs) you 
know, little rugrats running round the place’. I said, ‘well, I’ll give it a bash and see how I get on but I’m 
not, you know, overly struck because I’ve not had that interest’. 
[Psychology GCSE] it roughly occurred at the time when I was on my own and I felt that I needed to do 
something just to sort of bring myself into perspective and become another person. 
I think when you go through those different periods of your life when certain things happen I think there 
is a need to analyse sometimes and a need to understand … 
You then taught us to sort of look behind the behaviour and I think from that point of view, that was the 
most noticeable thing for me, was the fact that I then learned to look behind the behaviour at the reason 
for the behaviour which I never, ever did before. 
=I am a lot less judgemental now than I used to be, I mean I will admit to being awfully judgemental on 
people but I am now much more tolerant of people on a lot more - I’d give a lot more leeway with people 
now because I can see the bigger picture. 
I feel we are quite let down when it comes to keeping us in touch with things that change. 
Now, with hindsight I should have gone in there, right, I want all 4 As and that’s the way it’s going to be. 
I sort of sat down one day and I thought ‘no, don’t be stupid, this is silly, you know. Look at the other 
things that it has provided you with, other than the options of going and getting a better job - the fact that 
your confidence levels, the fact that you know you can sort of go and do things in the outside world that 
you would never have dreamed of doing before … 
Well at least if I can get a C, if I can get one above and I can get the highest grade there was it would just 
be that sort of little bit of personal satisfaction. 

I134    Sampler (may return as graduate step-upper) 
School, 6th form, shop work for 9 months, childcare assistant, going to do a f/t psychology degree. 
One day my mother said ‘oh there is a job going in a nursery’ and I just applied for it and then they said at 
my interview they would give me training and lied basically. 
I just thought okay, I needed to do something and I didn’t know what to do. I needed to have a career of 
some sort but then the more I have gone on, I got treated exactly like, I didn’t get treated any different 
when I was qualified. 
I think the children are bored. I think that is the kind of nursery I am in. 
There’s no positiveness, really, like sometimes you get a thank you … but they never do anything to keep 
your morale up ever, like go out or they don’t try to bond things, so parents and children ask me things, 
and they keep hiring unqualified staff and very peculiar staff that don’t interact with the children very 
well. 
I’m working 5 hours a day, 4 days a week and then in September I’m starting my degree. 



 

 

 
                    

                
                

      
                       
                   

                 
  

            
          

          
                 

                 
               

           
                     

                  
                   

            
               

          
                    

 
     

                
                 

           
                

                 
               

        
                

                
                 

     
                

             
                  
   

 
            

            
             

             
        

         
               

              
                  
               

 
                      

                    
                        
           

        
 

        
               

     

345 
I love the children, that’s why and I’ve watched them grow up - it was great. I could work there - if I 
could work there on my own I would be happy probably because then I could give them my full attention. 
It would be fine, because I go there to look after the children. It’s all the other things with the staff that 
gets me down - not the children themselves. 
I can stay there until the end of August but I don’t know whether I will go back and work ( ) that’s what 
I think, no matter how long I stay or how less hours I do, it’s always going to be the same - the = - and 
because I CARE, it is always going to bother me so if I could go in there and work and not notice things 
people do … 
I like working with children. I like figuring them out (laughs) and knowing what makes them upset and 
being able to help them and not always tell them off for things. 
I’ve always loved psychology. It was one of my passions like. I’ve always wanted to do a degree, 
whenever. I wasn’t really bothered when - it was always something I wanted to do. Em, it wasn’t really 
an escape from nursery because I would have stayed there and been the unit Co but it wasn’t enough … I 
wanted to do more. So, when I was doing the course, I realized how much I enjoyed studying, I really do, 
and I didn’t want to leave it long before doing it again. 
I do want to work with children - I still want to work with children … I love studying children, and their 
behaviour so I do want to do something. But I don’t know how - whether it’s in education, or whatever. 
I have found out that psychology is one of the main degrees to get any job so I know that and I looked at 
other universities but they didn’t do like modules for child psych - for children. 
I think you have either got the passion and the people who haven’t got it complain about money, 
complain about doing things, and cleaning, and doing their job (laughs). Like go and work somewhere 
else but if you really like children you know it’s not going to be paid that well but you love your job. 

I134 Agonizer 
[Of school] The people that needed help, would get merits for trying but the people in the middle, in the 
end we decided to get the least merits we could because we never got merits for being good … 
It was either be friends with them or get treated so horribly by them. 
I thought [name] was a brilliant new manager and that she was going to be changing all of these things 
but, I don’t know, she might be a waste of space - I went to her privately the other day to ask her about 
something about another member of staff being bullied and she went to the bully and said to her ‘oh, do 
you know what [name] wants to talk to me about?’ 
I think for childcare I think you’ve either got the initiative and then training just helps you or guides you 
and teaches you some things and you are good and it helps you but other people can get qualified and still 
be rubbish no matter how good or the level because its whether they choose to listen and learn and use it, 
if they are really interested in it. 
It was quite funny how they would respond to me. They wouldn’t even listen to me whereas I would 
listen to them and hear what they are saying. I don’t remember any of them asking me something. 
It’s not the money that I work there for - it would just be nice if someone said ‘yes you are doing your 
job well’ once in a while. 

I137 Stager (with elements of sampler as decision to undertake childcare was reactive and unplanned) 
Not engaged with mother/sister, or at school, pushed into YTS scheme and doesn’t complete, moves to 
live with father, drifts into casual work - gang work packing carrots, waitressing and managing fast-food 
outlet. Holidays and then tries to live in Morocco but needs father’s support to get back home, works in 
petrol station, Tesco’s produce section, telesales (for 10 days), garage. Runs franchises alongside husband 
for 8 years. Has child, 10 miscarriages, enrols on Diploma course at friend’s suggestion, volunteers and 
then works in setting at friend’s suggestion, dislikes the practice of pre-school work, plans to leave when 
friend does, may go back to franchise again but really would like one more chance at having a child. 
[I129] says that she is going on this course - the Diploma - hmmm - and so ‘why don’t you do it?’ -
hmmm - can’t see why not, it’s not full time, I’ve only got to work two mornings at pre-school and go 
back to college. 
I never thought for a moment that I would take a career in it. I just did the course to fill my time as such 
while I’m at home trying to have another baby, sort of thing, and I thought it would fit in with that as well 
and even if it does go wrong, you know, it will still fit in with that or if I do manage to have a baby it will 
still fit in with that. But, em, so that’s really why I done it. 
I wouldn’t go back, I wouldn’t go back. That’s it! 

I137 Accepter (but only to a certain level) 
It was such an unhappy home life, it made school not important. I was seen as a rebel, a rebel I suppose 
because I didn’t toe the line like everybody else. 



 

 

 
                

    
              

                   
                 

                   
       

                    
         

                 
  

               
                 

                 
            

                 
                  

       
                 

               

                 
                

                 
     

              
                  

    
                  

                   
           

               
                    

                      
           

                
               

                   
      

 
             

          
                 
          

                   
                

                  
                   
       
             

               
               

       
                 

             
          

               
                  

                
      

346 
When I left school my mum immediately got me onto a YTS - in a furniture shop and I cleaned the 
furniture all day. It was so boring. 
Gang work packing carrots. So I rang them up and said ‘have you got a job’ and they said ‘oh yes. 
Be outside of the pub at 6 ‘o’clock in the morning’. So I did that and this van turned up. … So I 
got in this van and they all stared … and we went to a factory … so I worked there … and hated it. 
Then Bella Pizza opened up where I lived - I hassled them - they offered me the job - Within a year I was 
manager - I was on about £6 an hour. 
Went on holiday with my friend to Morocco - sold my car and went to live in Morocco for 3 months - an 
absolute disaster - my dad paid for the ticket to get me home. 
My dad, bless him, helped me out, bought me a new car and I went to work in a petrol station in [name] -
Then we moved. 
So I went to Tesco’s - I started on the produce you know, filling up the produce. 
I went to - there’s a place in [name] advertising for telesales - I couldn’t believe it - salesman really 
pressurizing these people to try and buy these apartments - I just said ‘I can’t do it. Because what if it’s 
somebody I know’ that’s awful. So I was there about a week and a half. 
The Q8 at [name] was just being built. And because I had worked at a petrol station before I didn’t really 
want it because it was shifts but I thought I’d go for a job as I needed a job - My husband interviewed me 
- yes - and I was cashier there. 
Then they offered me as a franchise, as me own business - My husband took 3 franchises so we had 6 
garages between us and that’s it really and we did that for about 8 years, did very well at it, very 
successful. 
Gave up when I had my daughter because you just can’t do it - the amount of hours - So I’ve been at 
home with my daughter em you know since she went to school not doing much else really - I wanted 
another baby - I’ve had about 10 miscarriages now - I didn’t want to start anything because I didn’t know 
if I’d be pregnant or not. 
When my daughter started school I’m thinking I’ve got to do something really because I’m on my own 
and it’s so boring being at home - X says that she is going on this course the Diploma - hmmm - and so 
‘why don’t you do it?’ 
I realised doing this and doing the course, it’s not really for me. It doesn’t excite me at all - the money is 
absolutely rubbish - I’ve seen what X’s been doing which is a lot of work - and I do sometimes think, if 
I’m honest ‘what am I doing, £6 an hour, wiping someone’s bum and snotty noses, honestly while my 
stomach’s heaving’ - I’ll wash the paint pots and the other jobs that have to be done - but it’s a bit DULL 
you know - I’m not going to be unhelpful but I’m not going to get lumbered either - some days I have a 
splitting headache or I’ve had to tell [name] all day and that wears you out - it’s all so, you know, it’s run 
by a committee which changes every year and you don’t always know where you stand really. 
I’ve earned good money before and having my own business I know I can do that again and, em, I don’t 
think it really suits me as such, you know, working with children, it’s all right but I’m not going to do 
anything more - I think I’d rather do it, you know, for my own children which - because it’s not likely to 
happen I’d rather run my own business. 

I143 Switcher (may well become a step-upper in time but ‘resting’ following maternity) 
Prepared at about 15 that I wanted to join the armed forces. 
I was brought up very strictly so as a very young adult even when I joined up with the armed forces at 19 
I was still very immature in those days, even at my ‘A’ levels. 
My father was armed forces but he left when I was four years old so I have no memory of it. 
I’d always been an active child through my dad and I’d done karate, Ti Wi. I don’t know, I just turned 
round and said ‘I want to join the armed forces’. It wasn’t just the armed forces at first, I would have been 
quite happy to have joined any of the forces and if none of that worked out I wanted to be a fireman 
which my mum didn’t want me to do. 
[After getting married] I’d made decisions to leave the armed forces to support my family. I still wanted 
to be able to do that but I wanted to be able to work at the same time, so, er, I ended up looking for 
childcare. It seemed like the easiest option to do really because we had a pre-school on camp where I 
knew I could go and do voluntary work. 
I had to obviously fund myself through college and get a voluntary post … then my voluntary placement 
turned into bank cover, which turned into a full-time job over the 18 months I was studying. 
[After maternity leave and a false allegation against her] No, I’ll be going back. It’s made me very wary 
… 
I wanted to develop it into primary school. I wanted to have it as a stepping stone while the children are 
young until - because we will actually be out of the armed forces I 6 or 7 years - and at that point I would 
then like to do a degree and go into actual primary teaching but after the guest speaker I’m quite 
interested in play therapy at the hospital … 
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I143 Asserter (with a growing degree of self-reflectivity - agonizer tendencies - as life experiences 
impact) 
I was a very quiet child and, for some reason. I don’t know why … I was just naturally bullied all through 
schooling really. 
I was quite immature in education at that age. I didn’t want to go to school, didn’t want to do homework. 
I was quite a bright child but - because I passed the same levels as my sister did without even ever 
actually revising, went on to do ‘A’ levels because my father told me to … because I didn’t really want to 
do them, I just walked out with two Es. 
I did biology and I excelled in that. 
I always had a couple of close friends but again, when the larger crowd was there, you know, they would 
go with the large crowd rather than being seen as my friend. 
I never, ever skived in my life, I was too scared of what my father would do to me if he found out. 
And I just never changed my mind. But I’ve always been like that. If I decided I am going to do a life 
changing thing, I do it, that’s it. 
I had no interest whatsoever in being an officer, this was just because of my father so I said ‘right, I’ve 
cracked on trying to [enter] the armed forces’ because I was 18, I could do it without my parents being 
there. Told my dad that I had become a private and would become an officer once I was in although I had 
no intention of actually doing that. Joined the armed forces. My dad just had a fit. 
[Told her superior she wanted to be an instructor]. I obviously stuck in his head … and about four years 
later … I got a phone call … do you want to … be promoted? A signal has come through from manning 
and we don’t know how this has happened (because I never actually mentioned it to them). ‘Well, yes, of 
course I do’. 
You really had to prove yourself above and beyond the men to pass them [the training courses]. 
Men aren’t allowed into your accommodation … I had a small gathering in my room … and we were 
consuming a bottle of wine as well … we got ‘beasted’ as they call it, drilled round the camp for about an 
hour and a half as our punishment. 
I made friends, only with a few though. I’d speak to all but a few people on the course weren’t my type of 
people, you know. 
I spoke to [X] on the hush-hush … [who] asked me to put it in writing … I decided I wasn’t interested in 
taking that sort of … 
I said to all the girls ‘I’m not happy doing this’ … and, em, because of what I’d been through they were 
quite happy, and even though they all still had to do it, for me not to do it. 
I just stood there and bored him for about half an hour … because I thought ‘no. I actually have to work 
really hard and study hard to be able to do what I am doing. I’m not having you think I am some no-
brained wife who just rocks up and looks after kids for three hours …’. 
If I ever have an adult challenge me, I’ll challenge back … 
That came from my ‘no mess’ policy really with the children, no fuss … if they want to question me, we 
will do it afterwards instead of doing it before if we need to ... 
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Appendix 4g: Attribution of typological categories to students  
Code S category A category 

A1 step-upper accepter 
A2 settler accumulater 
A8 step-upper accumulater 
A9 stager accepter 
A10 settler asserter 

B15 settler/switcher accepter 
B18 switcher accepter 
B20 settler accumulater 
B21 step-upper asserter 

C25 switcher agonizer 
C26 settler agonizer 

D32 switcher asserter 
D34 switcher accepter 
D44 switcher agonizer 
D45 stager accumulater 

E62 switcher agonizer 
E67 switcher accepter 

F82 step-upper accepter 
F85 switcher agonizer 
F86 stager agonizer 
F88 stager accepter 
F91 step-upper asserter 

G104 switcher accepter 
G107 sampler agonizer 

H112 switcher accumulater 
H113 switcher agonizer 
H125 settler agonizer 
H126 sampler accepter 

I129 switcher accepter 
I133 switcher agonizer 
I134 sampler agonizer 
I137 stager accepter 
I143 switcher asserter 

Totals: 
Sampler-3 Stager-5 Settler-6 Switcher-14 Step-upper-5 
Accepter-12 Agonizer-11 Asserter-5 Accumulater-5 
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Appendix 5a: Personal pathways to and from the Diploma 

Childcare 
Experience 

Helper or 
Committee 

Lower 
Qualification 

Job offered 
or Applied 

Student on 
Diploma 

Job offered 
or applied 

Other work 

C------------- --------------- O/A--------- A1----------- -------------- -------------- 
CM---------- H------------- --------------- S/E---------- A2----------- -------------- -------------- 

H------------- L2------------ A------------ A8----------- -------------- -------------- 
C------------- --------------- S/E---------- A9------------ -------------- -------------- 

A------------ A10---------- -------------- -------------- 
CM----------- --------------- --------------- A------------ B15---------- A------------ TA---------- 

H------------- --------------- O------------ B18---------- -------------- -------------- 
H+C--------- --------------- A------------ B20---------- -------------- -------------- 
H------------- --------------- O------------ B21---------- -------------- -------------- 
H------------- --------------- A------------ C25---------- -------------- -------------- 
H------------- --------------- A------------ C26---------- -------------- -------------- 

T------------- --------------- --------------- A------------ D32 (A&G)- -------------- -------------- 
H------------- L2------------ O------------ D34---------- -------------- -------------- 
H------------- L2------------ O------------ D44---------- -------------- -------------- 
C------------- L2------------ O------------ D45---------- -------------- -------------- 
H+C--------- L2------------ O/A--------- E62---------- -------------- -------------- 
H?----------- --------------- A------------ E67---------- -------------- -------------- 
H+C--------- --------------- A------------ F82---------- -------------- -------------- 

CM----------- H+C--------- --------------- A------------ F85---------- -------------- -------------- 
H+C--------- --------------- O------------ F86---------- -------------- -------------- 

A------------ F88---------- -------------- -------------- 
CM----------- --------------- --------------- A------------ F91----------- A------------ RN---------- 

G104(A&G) O/A--------- -------------- 
ASC--------- --------------- Take10------ O------------ G107--------- -------------- -------------- 

H------------- --------------- -------------- H112--------- -------------- -------------- 
H+C--------- --------------- -------------- H113--------- A------------ -------------- 
H------------- --------------- O------------ H125--------- -------------- -------------- 
H(preBSc)-- --------------- -------------- H126(A&G) A------------ -------------- 
C+H--------- --------------- -------------- I129---------- O------------ -------------- 

Sch----------- --------------- --------------- O/A--------- I133---------- -------------- -------------- 
A (DN)----- I134(A&G)- -------------- -------------- 

C+H--------- --------------- -------------- I137---------- O------------ -------------- 
I143(A&G)- O/A--------- -------------- 

Key 
CM-childminder T-toddler group ASC -afterschool club Sch-school C-committee member H-helper 
S/E-self-employed O-offered A-applied TA-teaching assistant RN-registered nurse 
(A&G) advice & guidance sought before enrolment L2 - level 2 introductory course 

Data summary 

The interview data revealed that the pathways into childcare and the Diploma course 
were complex and individualized. However, there are some discernable patterns. 

All but three of the 33 students (G107, H126 and I134) already had children before 
deciding to work in childcare. An additional student (I143) had a baby of about three 
months when she decided to investigate this career so little knowledge of older children. 



  
             
           

             
              

              
           

 
 

         
             

            
             

             
     

 
         

           
             

         
 

             
             

             
     

 
              

            
            

             
   

350 
Almost two thirds of the students had been parent helpers when their own children 
attended a pre-school setting and a third had either additional or alternative experience 
of serving on a pre-school management committee, a related form of volunteering. Four 
students had worked as childminders, two in a toddler group, one in an afterschool club 
and one had volunteered in school prior to developing an interest in early years settings 
so very few interviewees came into the profession with no prior knowledge or 
experience, however limited.  

The majority of the students (26) were employed before commencing the Diploma 
course: two worked in their own business, thirteen applied for posts that arose (three of 
these, A10, F88 and I134, applying with no prior experience), eight were offered posts 
informally through existing contacts and a further three had lives that were so entwined 
with the groups that the distinction between applying for or being offered work was too 
blurred to establish. 

Five students (H112, H113, H126, I129 and I137) went straight from volunteering to 
studying. One (H112) determined to remain a volunteer for personal reasons but the 
other four were offered paid work at some point during the course. G104 and I143 
enrolled on the course and later found work. 

Only seven of the 33 students had already taken a lower level childcare qualification. 
I133 already held an NVQ2, G107 held the Take 10 certificate for playworkers and five 
students (A8, D34, D44, D45 and E62) had taken a part-time level 2 introductory course 
that covered practical aspects of childcare. 

Only five of the students (D32, G104, H126, I134 and I143) contacted the college in 
advance for advice and guidance about relevant courses for a career in childcare. The 
majority knew about the course from colleagues and existing contacts and arrived at 
enrolment sessions intending to do the Diploma but maybe a little scared of making the 
commitment alone. 
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Appendix 5b: Academic pathways 

Educational stages 
EY P S - L2s 16/19 - L3s HE Dip +/> 

Liked school 
A1 £Rc--11+---Highf--------Os------------Y--------4As--------------------BA Y  PS 
B15 ------------------------------Os------------Y---------As--------------------BA Y GCSE 
psych 
B18 -------11x---High---------4O/3CSEs Y 
B20 ------------------------------lowCSEs (Baby) CGE M+E >FdA 
B21 ------------------------------Os------------Y-------3As Y 
D34   PS------------------------------------Os Y FdAx 
D44 -------11x---S--------------Os------------V1th---3As------------BScx BSc CEdx Y 
D45 ------------------------------Os---------------------As----------------------BSc Y 
F82 Rc-----------Rc------------2O/4CSEs Y FdA 
F86 ------------------------------3Os Y SC 
F88 ------------------------------4GCSEs Y 
H126 ------------------------------Y--------------Y-------As----------------------BA Y 
I129 ---------------C--------------GCSEs ------V1th---As----------------------BA Y 
I133 --------11x---C--------------5O/4CSEs GCSE psych Y 

Neutral 
A2 (boring) -----------------C----------CSEs (Baby) GCE M+E Y 
A9 PS------------------------C----------7Os-----------FE (2T) pre-Nursingx Y 
C26 -----------------C----------GCSEs Y >FdA 
D32 -----------------------------Y-------------FE catering Y 
E67 -----------------------------GCSEs BTEC ND Y L3 
F85 NS------------------------exGf------8Os/1AO----Y(2T) Y 
G104 -----------------------------GCSEs-------Y-----As----FE BusSt BA Y 
H112  PS-------------------------C----------CSEs---------FE Voc Prep Y Ta 2,3,Co 
H113 -----------------------------GCSEs-------Y--------1A---------CompSt HND Y >FdA 

Disliked school 
A8 -----------------C----------Os-----------FE BusSt Y L4 
A10 -----------------C----------2O/7CSEs Y 
C25 ----------11x--T/High----7Os-------- Y(2wk) Riding/Inst Vet/Nurse  Y 
E62 -----------------------------?  Y 
F91 -----------------(skived)--GCSEs FE+3GCSEs A psych Y BSc 
G107 £Dame-11x---C----------2Os FE Os+As 3m BAx BA  Y 
H125 -----------------------------1O/CSEs Y 
I134 -----------------C----------3GCSEs----V1th-----4GCSEs+2As Y >BSc 
I137 -----------------------------6CSEs Y 
I143 -----------------High------GCSEs------V1th-----2As Army/Instr Y 

Key: 
EY=early years, PS=pre-school, NS=nursery, P=primary, S=secondary, C=comprehensive, G=grammar, 
High=high school, T/High=technical high, V1th=sixth form college, HE= higher education, FE=further 
education, Rc=Catholic., f=all female provision. T=terms, wks=weeks. SC=short course, ex=former. 
Qualifications: L2 = level 2 - O levels, GCSE, CSE, AO = AS equivalent. L3=level 3 - A levels. 
Dip=diploma, ADCE=L4 childcare, FdA=foundation degree, BA & BSc=honours degrees, CEd=CertEd. 
Ta=teaching assistant, PS=play specialist, Co=counselling, Pysch=psychology, M=maths, E=English, 
CompSt=computer studies, BusSt=business studies, instr=instructor. 
x after qualification means failed or not completed, ? means student never returned to find out her results, 
+ denotes additional qualification, > denotes ongoing study programmes, £=private school, Y=yes 
attended. 
Candidate code in bold denotes that student was bullied at school. 
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Data summary 

The table summarizes information about how students came to enrol on the Diploma, 
their general attitudes to schooling, the types of establishment they attended, the range 
of qualifications achieved and the incidence of higher-level study. It presents this 
complex information as a series of academic pathways so that the search for patterns 
across the data is not at the expense of the integrity of the individual narrative. 

It is revealed that ten of the sample students disliked school, and a further nine students 
viewed their school experiences neutrally, whereas fourteen professed to have liked 
school. It is clear, as one might expect, that only those who enjoyed school carried on 
through ‘A’ levels to study for a degree. From the sample, five students (who liked 
school) graduated in their early twenties, and one additional student (D44 who sustained 
the head injury) did not complete immediately. H113, who viewed school neutrally, 
went to university at her parents’ insistence and took a higher national diploma in 
computing. One student in the neutral category (G104) and one in the dislike category 
(G107) had, after a break, gone on to take a degree prior to entering childcare. It is 
reassuring to see that the spread of students going on to additional study post-Diploma, 
although limited, is more evenly distributed between the categories. 

Analysis of achievement at level 2 and 3 is more difficult because higher achievers 
tended to take their lower qualification for granted when discussing their educational 
profile whereas middle-achievers often recounted precisely what certificates they 
received. About half of the sample left school at 16 (16 students) with achievement 
ranging from I133’s 5 ‘O’ levels and 4 GCSE’s to E62’s state of not knowing as she did 
not return to see if she had passed anything. Two students attempted sixth form but 
found it too stressful (C25 left after two weeks, F85 after two terms); a third (A9) 
enrolled on an FE pre-nursing course and did not like the ethos. Two students (B20 and 
A2) started families immediately after leaving school, and a small number either 
immediately or later took a mix of level 2 and 3 qualifications in colleges to make good 
their earlier failure. (F91, G107, and I134, all of whom disliked school, followed this 
route). 

A small number undertook training in other professional areas: C25 became a riding 
instructor and subsequently a veterinary nurse, D32 went into catering, A8 and G104 
took business studies qualifications, I143 went into the armed forces. H112 describes 
participation in a pilot vocational preparation scheme that she found accidentally and 
which gave her a thorough grounding in work practices and the opportunity to try out a 
broad range of occupations. 
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Appendix 5c: An integrated story: merging family, work and education 

For D44 the three elements of family, work and education are vitally important and 
intricately merged and her holistic attitude to these factors repeatedly stated. At the 
outset she talks of ‘education for its own sake’ and its purpose being ‘to educate the 
whole person really’. Later she describes herself as ‘harking back to the holistic 
education of the whole child’. At the end of the interview she describes her wishes for 
her own four children in very broad terms: 

I would like them to go to university for the holistic education primarily and to get as 
high as they can in whatever academic field they have chosen but more for the social and 
everything and to have grown up and know what choices they want to make and have 
more choices available to them. The eldest one certainly wants to do that but whether it 
will work, we just don’t know. 

She is passionate about her family, planning her life ‘to fit in with the children really’ 
and wanting to have them all together: ‘family time together is precious’. Despite a 
love of study she is very clear about how this conflicts with her need to be with her 
family: 

I can remember my worst Sunday - I was locked up in the bedroom doing an assignment 
and all my family were downstairs and I thought ‘this is not what I want to be doing’. 

Work also is very important to D44. She wants to work in education and has tried a 
number of jobs before settling on agency work as ‘it suits me for the time being, I think’ 
as she can ‘pick and choose and not have qualms if my children are ill. To be able to 
take the day off’: an example of family and work needing to be in balance. Over her 
working career, D44 has tried teacher training but admits she did this for the wrong 
reasons ‘a financial incentive’ that ‘would just pay off my overdraft at the time’. 
Looking back she rather wishes that she were now a qualified teacher but has no 
intention of ‘going back to it’ because of the ‘work that you have to do at home that 
takes you away from your own family’. Again, we have a co-consideration of family 
and work. 

Having tried a job in the aviation industry, discontinued due to pregnancy, D44 drifts 
into library work in a faculty of education learning centre before becoming a learning 
support assistant in a secondary school. Throughout her first three pregnancies she talks 
of having ‘twitty jobs’, many of which involved working with children, and led to the 
decision to train for childcare work. 

At various stages of the boys’ lives I have done pre-school, after school and holiday clubs 
really for 5 or 6 years. This was paid and a little bit of volunteering and obviously the 
committee stuff is all voluntary and my paid work was delivering the Evening News and 
education with, um, after school club, em holiday club and then pre-school, And it was 
having been first of all on the committee as a parent of a pre-school for our own children 
to go there, and helping as a parent, I think I had several stints of part-time paid work 
there and just thought it would be better to be qualified. 

The downside of trying to merge family and work is that this was very demanding and 
led to her giving up, at least temporarily, the regular contracts in pre-schools in favour 
of agency work: 

I sort of ... I resigned but I don’t think they were too pleased with me at the time - both of 
them (laughs) shall we cut that bit? No, I don’t think I had been doing quite what they 
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wanted. I had appraisals that were critical and em, it just seemed to be very critical and I 
thought I had done what they wanted so I was glad to be out of it in the end. 

Adding education into the equation, alongside a fourth pregnancy, exacerbated the 
situation. Although D44 passed the course she found writing assignments a ‘struggle’: 

Well, I think my record probably shows I didn’t find enough time to do them It was a 
struggle that was my, I don’t think my organization was good enough, probably still isn’t 
to organize running a house, looking after the children, everything, and doing homework. 
(laughs). And getting time on the computer, that seems incredibly hard, even now. 
Increasingly really. 

Nevertheless, D44 really enjoyed studying for the Diploma: ‘I thoroughly enjoyed it, it 
was the highlight of the week really’. She appears to have found studying a 
transformative experience too: ‘I really gained, you know, some things you learn and 
you are not quite the same afterwards’. She can acknowledge this positive feeling even 
whilst recognizing the limitations of her study practices. ‘I can remember thinking “I 
could do this better if I could spend more time on it” .’ 

This love of education started at an early age and is demonstrated throughout her 
interview in her use of language. She describes school practical facilities as ‘beautiful’ 
and talks of ‘purely the love of physics’. Indeed, her story is the more poignant because 
D44’s plans to do a PhD in physics, still her ‘dream’, were thwarted by a serious 
accident prior to completing her BSc. She ‘loved’ working as a learning support 
assistant, ‘loved working in the classroom without the pressure that I found with 
teaching practice’ and ‘used to love coming here’ [college for the Diploma course]. 

Again she makes a direct link between family and education likening the students in 
college to her own offspring. 

… it was kind of nice really. Everyone is very young. They are like your children aren’t 
they and you can see your children and it gives you a bit of a flavour for what they are 
doing and keeps you a bit in touch, maybe. 

Asked about the move from childcare to childcare work, D44 also links the two very 
clearly, demonstrating that she is conscious that she transfers her ‘mothering’ skills into 
the workplace and sees this linking of family feeling and work responsibilities as a 
natural process.  

I don’t say women are the same as men and I think the mother nurturing - particularly for 
early years is obviously … there are men that do it very well but I do think there is a 
maternal special sort of - as a mother I can feel that all the children are like my own 
children. I love them like my own really and - I think in a primitive society some might 
go out hunting and gathering and others would look after them. It seems a natural thing to 
me that the mothers do the caring quite naturally. 

Nevertheless, D44 recognizes there is an element of compromise in her decision. In part 
she considers this stems from the experience of mothering: 

... not something I would ever have planned or thought that I would do. In fact, I was 
quite the opposite. I was very career minded. I was going to do physics and I had not 
planned on having children but having had children I find that it changed me and I am 
very happy to be with them. 
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A second facet of compromise stems from a dissonance between actual academic 
achievement and professional status, between education and workplace rather than work 
and family needs as the teacher training course pre-dated her decision to have children. 

I think for my own fulfilment I would have liked to qualify as a teacher and sometimes it 
is frustrating, well, for instance, having done maths and physics it was frustrating to have 
another teaching assistant take a lesson and not be able to do some very simple arithmetic 
things and thinking ‘I could do that better’. 

That childcare work, certainly through an agency, is not quite enough is clear from the 
comment that: ‘It suits me for the time being I think’. This ambivalence is also evident 
in the good-natured jest that: 

I am still trying to find out what I want to do when I grow up - or will I retire first? 

D44 is, however, living in the present, choosing from within her current capability set. 
When asked about future plans she responds: ‘I am not thinking about that at the 
moment.’ There is a hint of wistfulness, however, that underlines the possibility of 
future change, perhaps for financial reasons for the conversation shifts to her desire not 
to be ‘materialistic’ but also her recognition that if all four children are to go to 
university, she ‘might have a very different view of money then because it is going to 
become an issue’.  

Unusually, due to the life-changing nature of the earlier accident, and perhaps to the 
size of D44’s family, there is a hint of adaptive preference in this interview: D44 is, at 
least, aware that life could have been different. 
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Appendix 5d: Theoretical statements: the purposes of education 

A1 
I. Um, What is it for? I think it’s much more than getting a job. It’s more than about work. I think in a 
way it’s about (hhh) fulfilling your potential as an individual, about improving society as a whole, um, 
and there is the vocational side of it obviously. It is important but I see it as more than that. It’s a 
civilizing influence, I suppose. 

A2 
I. To educate people to a certain if not basic standard. As long as everybody can read and write and do 
basic sums we are half way there so if we can educate them more. Definitely functional, I mean there are 
a few people around still that still can’t read and write and do basic sums which I think in this day and age 
is really … so if we could educate everybody to that basic standard.  

I. Whether it is job-related or personal, I mean some people do educational courses just for the fun of it, 
they don’t need an English Literacy (sic) degree whatever but they just like English literature and they do 
the course. Other people want to go on to teach English as a language and therefore need a qualification, 
so … Choose, definitely choice, vocational or pleasure. 

A8 
I. Education has got to be gaining skills to help you in what ever you want to do in life. You can have 
education just for curiosity but I think if you are talking about my family, with teenagers they have to 
have some sense of purpose for learning so for teenagers they might go a bit with what they are interested 
in but to do anything else they have to have some kind of ‘if you want to get here, then you have got to 
do this’ otherwise there’s … at that age they don’t have the motivation - their social life is too important. 
They’ve got lots of distractions. 

I. For me personally, I like learning things anyway and that might have been something that comes later 
in life, I don’t know, whether it’s personal or an older age thing. 

I. I have to have certain kinds of knowledge for my job so that’s got to take priority but there are other 
things that I would really, really like to do, other courses that have nothing to do with what I’m teaching. 

A9 
I. To widen people’s knowledge at all levels, really, I mean like, right from - and to help others expand 
theirs I think in all sorts of classroom environments - even just mulling it around between children or 
adults, you know, other people’s ideas. 
H. Okay, so what do you get out of it? 
I. Other people’s ways of life, other people’s thoughts, other peoples views, em, I suppose it expands the 
brain a little bit, you know (laughs). 
H. So you are not seeing knowledge as a vocational thing. 
I. Well it can be it depends, I suppose it depends at what level and, I think sometimes people know things 
that they make the choice not to actually use it at every level they go, em, I know people with degrees 
who decided to be dustmen. 
H. Right so why do you think they did degrees? 
I. I suppose at the time the situation they were in it seemed the right thing to do but then it doesn’t always 
work out for everybody does it? 
H. No. 
I. In the same way, I think sometimes your personal life, you know, pushes you into one route. If 
everybody was really, really selfish and thought right I am only going to do this because I want to then I 
suppose we would all go down different routes but sometimes we have others to think about as well so … 
H. So I am hearing a sort of pragmatic approach that you make educational decisions in the context of 
what else is going on in your life. 
I. Yes I think, I think you have to because I think, I mean the knowledge and experience that you gain 
from the education is one thing but you don’t always find yourself in a position that you are able to, to use 
that information, you know. I don’t think you forget it, I think it is always there and you can sometimes, 
you know, you apply it perhaps to your everyday life to some extent but::: I don’t think, I don’t think just 
because you have particularly learnt something that you have to then go ahead and use it. 
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A10 
I. The whole purpose is to learn to be able to move forward and to grow in what you learn. To grow in 
what you have been taught, You can be taught something when you are very, very young and that is 
relevant then but you need ongoing teaching and learning and training in it to actually keep up with the 
world with everything, you know, Um. 
H. So you think it is more than just work? 
I. Yes, I’m talking - I’m sure if I was taught better at school or sent to a better school or was listened to at 
home back then I am sure I was capable of doing anything and I’m not saying I wouldn’t have gone into 
childcare but I would probably have wanted to go into teaching but when I was younger, I wouldn’t have 
fallen into all the other jobs along the way. 

B15 
I. Well to me, it’s not just academic learning. I think it covers the whole spectrum of developing children, 
socially, emotionally and academically and that’s what I think children should get out of their time in an 
academic establishment. For me it’s to see my family develop and grow and myself develop and grow 
because I have done extra … I’ve done my GCSE in psychology at an evening class and that was great 
because it kept my mind going, it made me think more, it got me out and met other people and, of course, 
it’s part of my work - be it all at the bottom end of the scale with the little ones it’s still part of their 
growing and development. So that is what I think education is as a whole 
H. So really all those different factors come into it for you? I. Yes. Yes. 

B18 
I. To enable people to get a decent job. To access everything in life really. Without education we, you 
know, we can’t read things, we can’t find out information, we can’t pass on information particularly well, 
er it’s a means of enjoyment. You know, if you didn’t learn anything about anything you’d be a very dull 
person I would say. So it’s all part and parcel of developing yourself as a person. 

B20 
I. Education for me is to improve my knowledge and my skills. And … since I’ve done more training 
I’ve become more confident and I feel better able to learn with the children. 
H. So that’s a mixture isn’t it, of vocational and personal? 
I. Yes, yes … yes, and I also use my education to improve my career prospects later on now that my 
children are grown up and beginning to leave home, er, as with a view, at the end, of being a teacher 
somewhere. 

B21 
I. I think to give yourself as much chance in life as possible to achieve your own personal goals, I think. 
Through education you will see, it can be a way into something that you wouldn’t be given a chance if 
you didn’t have a certain qualification and it shows people that don’t know you in one way, one little 
narrow aspect of yourself, what you are like, what you are capable of. So that’s what I really see 
education as - as a way forward, promoting yourself. 
H. Okay, so that’s quite a vocational interpretation. 
I. Yes. I think that is how I see it because I don’t think it’s necessary for everyone and I think people get 
on very, very well in some cases without - with having very minor, you know, educational levels, er, but 
certainly from my point of view it helped no end. 

C25 
I. Umm::: I think there are lots of different purposes, um:: the purpose or the aims, there’s a difference 
between purpose and aims. 
H. I don’t mind - tell me what you think. 
I. Well it is to spread knowledge from one person to another, to teach others, to impart knowledge to 
others to enrich their lives so that they can progress in their lives and therefore benefit society. It’s about 
learning, it’s about sharing, it’s about growing up when you are younger probably when you’re old as 
well. Er (hhh) 
H. What do you mean progress. What does that imply? 
I. Um, what does that mean? I don’t know, it means moving on in one’s life and growing. I think - one 
surely grows through attaining more knowledge or understanding of the world or life and therefore you 
progress in life and you can move on and become a new person, a different person, hopefully? 
H. Yes, no I agree with you. I just wanted to see which way you took that question because you are taking 
it along what I would call the personal development line. 
I. I take a more holistic view than just a straightforward academic view I suppose. My hope would be that 
education isn’t just academia, for the purposes of academia, but it does develop the whole person, yes. 
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H. Okay, so are you taking - where would you place vocational education alongside those two? 
I. Well it’s slap bang in the middle isn’t it because you are obviously doing it for a reason and a separate 
aim and the aim is to get a job or to improve in a job but certainly on the Diploma there is an awful lot 
that one learns about personalities and development and teamwork and stuff that is just a very personal 
journey as well. Hopefully people do grow personally as they learn. So there is an aim but there is also a 
richer - if you pick up on it and if you are willing to hear what is being said - there is much more you can 
learn about life in general at the same time. 

C26 
I. It should be to help them understand themselves and get them through life on the things that they want 
to do, um, not necessarily to set them on the right road because I don’t think there is a right road but it 
should be there to support them and obviously to make their lives easier by educating them and then 
letting them go their own way but be there to support them. I mean not go their own way so that they 
grow up and, you know, smash anything up, but to follow your … because you’ve all got ideas about 
what you want to be when you are younger even it is to be grow up and be a penguin like that advert 
(laughter). 
H. So do you have any feelings about whether it should be work-related or personal development related 
or …? 
I. I do think they should try to bring in more play back in the younger age. I do think it is a bit much when 
you have to start assessing them as soon as they are born. And try and, you know, getting them doing it 
that way. I think it is a shame that they have took the play out of it as much because they are bringing in -
because the government’s bringing in a lot of changes and a lot of things that you have got to do, and you 
have got to arrange this, and you’ve got to do this. You don’t have time to play with them and it’s such a 
shame. Because even though they are playing, they are still learning but the government doesn’t seem to 
take that on board because, I mean other countries don’t do things until they are 6 or 7 years old. 

D32 
I. To me it’s to make you get a better job. Without education, that’s what we keep pushing [X] … for. If 
you don’t study and don’t do well there isn’t any option when you leave school. That’s why I went back 
into education to get further up the field in the nursery. Else I’d still be a nursery assistant. 
I. To get a better job. To learn things and use them at work. Like practical ideas and how to do things 
better. Other people, they go to university and study things and than they can’t get jobs - don’t know 
what they want to do next. What’s the point? I want to use things, take the things I learn into the 
workplace, find out how we can improve our settings. 

D34 
I. I suppose it’s furthering my knowledge and furthering my understanding as well, and actually making 
links across different areas so, you know, we were talking about the theorists linking in to what we are 
dong now. I think that it’s quite important to try and understand some of those links and actually 
understanding why we do do things and then being able to have, form, an opinion about whether that’s 
sensible or not but unless you’ve got the education that’s difficult to do. 
H. So just to clarify a point that I’m not quite getting. If I was to suggest that some education had a 
vocational purpose and some of it has a kind of liberal or development purpose, what would your 
comment be? 
I. I think that’s very true but I think that without doing the underpinning sometimes the vocational doesn’t 
get as much value. 
H. Are you arguing for a merging of those two or ... 
I. Probably, or that there should be some underpinning in vocational training. Vocational training is all 
well and good but you have to know the reasons why to be able to operate at a higher level. 
H. But you still accept the division between things you do for work and things you do for yourself? 
I. Yes, yes. 

D44 
I. Oh goodness, um … To educate the whole person really and that’s what I appreciated about the course 
that we did. It was considering all aspects of a child’s development and then education in the community, 
educating all ages really further on. (Is that the sort of answer you want?) 
H. And do you feel that it matters? Or do you split education into say, vocational and liberal for your own 
sense of self? 
I. I’m more aesthetic, you know, education for it’s own sake, and then a vocational training being more 
specific when you have decided what job you want to do perhaps. 
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I. And I actually used to love coming here, um, really when you are heavily pregnant or with a young 
baby there is nothing else you can do, you know you are not employable really or you wouldn’t want to 
be, I didn’t want to be, and you met people with similar backgrounds or wanting similar things and, um, 
the course, you know, I thoroughly enjoyed it, it was the highlight of the week really. 
I. And higher than that I would have, I wanted to do a PhD. I wanted to do a PhD in theoretical physics. I 
had a very strong idea of what I wanted to do which was what I always wanted to do which was research 
into pure theoretical physics and, well I say theoretical physics because my original honours degree was 
theoretical physics but then my ultimate aim was to prove it practically. So … 
H. I’m impressed. Did you have a particular theorem in mind that you wanted to pursue. 
I. Yes, uh, and even now, even at this great age of nearly 50 - I’m 49 - I would still - my dream would 
still be to do that. 
H. Well, perhaps you should? 
I. I would love to, I would love to, But I’m very out of touch now - but then - who knows. 
I. I wished I could have done it better, I could have spent more time and done it better. And some of the 
people you have mentioned have actually - used my work to help their own - and I hope they got a better 
mark but I really gained, you know, some things you learn and you are not quite the same afterwards. I 
think the whole structure of the Introductory and the Diploma with the concentration on the six areas of 
learning and development. I’ve really taken that in and appreciated it. I wish I’d known that or had that 
appreciation for teaching because I think em, my feeling would be to teach physics even or to teach any 
of the things if you can address all the areas of learning more than being so single-minded it would be a 
better education, a better way of educating people. 
H. So we are talking about social, emotional etc not curriculum areas? 
I. I used to remember SPICEE. Social, em physical, intellectual which I think also includes lots of 
language, creative, emotional and I had another E - for environmental awareness. 
H. So you added you own - that’s nice. Probably more reasonable. 
So you are arguing for children to learn more holistically aren’t you? 
I. Yes. Definitely and, um, not to have to narrow themselves down so young and to have a broader 
education higher up, which I believe is more the continental way of doing things - the international 
baccalaureate? I think it’s broader. 
H. Well they say it is broader because it covers more topics. But I’m not sure that is holistic in the sense 
that it’s a lack of specialization isn’t it? I’m thinking holistic would be more bringing them together. 
Physics would suit you because it has a lot of physical geography in there now. It has been moved - did 
you know?  
I. No I didn’t know but that would be lovely - I always thought how come the geography people get that 
and like chemistry. Physical chemistry and chemical physics becomes so close that I used to be very 
jealous of the chemists. 

D45 
I. The purpose of education? To further knowledge, to help people develop themselves, to enable people 

to take on new challenges. 

E62 
I. Well I went into::: - going back to education for lots of reasons. One was the confidence because I felt I 
needed to do something. I’d had children and the area I was trained in before I didn’t feel I wanted to go 
back to it. I’d had my children. I wanted to work with children. Where before it was with … adults, I was 
a care assistant. So I’d gone with the children to school and I’d started helping at the school and I really 
enjoyed that so I wanted to learn … a new qualification for the area I wanted to move into but not having 
any qualifications in that area, it was for confidence as well as learning how to do it. 
H. Okay, so you are talking about personal development with the confidence (I. Definitely) and job-
related as well (I. Yes). Do you know which was - was one more important than the other? 
I. For me, it was the personal development because you have had your children and::: going back to work 
is a big thing. It’s all right for part-time doing the sort of work that I’d done previously, em, your 
confidence does get a bit of a knock when you’ve got children to a certain extent because you think -
umm - big wide world out there and everybody seems better qualified. If you don’t upkeep training and 
one thing or another, you feel left behind. That is one way of putting it. 

E67 
I. Oh crumbs … progression, learning, self, self-esteem  ... well-being knowledge … I think knowledge is 
power so I think it helps you move on even if you don’t use it, like, I’ll come to that later, even if you 
don’t use something you’ve got that under your belt and you can say that I’ve done that and you never 
know you might need it for the future. I just think its progression in life, learning, whether you’re 40, 50 
or 5. 



  
           

                  
               

                   
             
            

          
                 

                   
                  

                     
        

 

                
           

              
                

                     
  

               
  

                   
              

            
              

 

           
  

                
       
       

                 
           

        
               

                
 

                
               
                

                     
                

         
             

  
              
             

               
               

             
                 

               
              
                   

              
             

         
              

                          

360 
I. I just think it’s … development, self-development, progression … oh crumbs, that’s a tricky one. Well 
obviously when you are young it is something you have to do. My son constantly doesn’t want to go to 
school but there are some things that he is very interested in. I just think he will be very good at those. I 
just think it’s finding maybe your own … little … getting something out of education. I think you have to 
try to get something out of it, an area of education to help you move forward as a person. 
H. Okay, That’s really helpful. When you say progression then, what do you mean? 
I. Progression as a person, whether you are a child or if you are a mature student. Through life experience 
I just think that … I hadn’t really thought about education until I did these courses after leaving school 
but I think it’s a really good way of moving on as a person, moving on in life and I just think people get a 
lot out of a course. Even if they don’t think they are very bright I think with support from the tutors. Even 
if they don’t get a very good mark, it’s a mark and I think they should be proud of that and I just think it 
really helps you as a person - your well-being and self worth. 

F82 
I. Education is to learn. That’s the way I see it. To learn new things and to broaden your horizons. 
H. Right okay, em, does it matter what kind of new things? 
I. Emm - thinking of me personally, things I have chosen to learn now have been specific because I’ve 
wanted to learn something that interests me whereas when you are at school you are given a broad range 
of things because it’s deemed that you need to know these things to move on in later life so I think it is 
different for children and for adults. 
H. Are you saying that the learning that you are doing that is childcare related has been predominantly 
interest-led rather than career-led. 
I. It’s been a bit of both. I think it started off as interest and then later on in life it has become career-led 
and it definitely started off because I quite enjoyed coming in as a parent helper at playgroup and then I 
applied to get a job and ‘okay, let’s do some training, let’s understand what this is all about’ so although it 
was career-based it was led by interest - my interest in working with the children at pre-school age. 

F85 
I. To learn things, to educate yourself, to discover more, em, to discover more about things and about 

yourself. How things work. 
H. Okay so would you study just for the sake of it or would you have to have a motive? 
I. I:: would::: us:::ually have to have a motive. 
H. And what sort of motive would work? 
I. I suppose if it was just personal interest that is studying for the sake of it so I would usually have to 
have an interest like a means to an end. A stepping stone to the next goal, er, the usual.  
H. And how would you define the goals generally? 
I. Em, for me I guess usually it would be a career goal but it could be just a personal development goal. 
Sometimes you need to go through one process to get to the next, to access the next available course. 

F86 
I. That is a really big question. (…) Gosh, Hazel that’s … (laughs) I think the really big picture is to take 
someone forward from where they are so whatever you are learning is the next step on - whether it’s 
personal development, or for your job or just, just for the wanting to do it, the wanting to achieve 
something for no particular purpose so I think it’s a step on - its taking your next step forward so that you 
- I mean there are so many things to learn and I think, I don’t know, well it’s muddling my mind because 
its such a big - it is a big question but I think (.....) 
(H. You are answering it very well) I think that’s what I would say. To take someone the next step 
forwards from where they are (H. Mmm). 
H. You mentioned three different types there, the vocational - the job, the personal development and just 
the interest.  (I. Yeah) Do you have any strong feelings about which one is most important to you. 
I. To me personally, is interest because I’ve done a few adult courses and the one I did with you, was::: it 
was a mixture. It was interest and wanting to develop that interest in children and it was also for the job 
because we had to have someone who had that Diploma within the playgroup so that was a mixture but 
for me it was enjoyment. It was the wanting to learn something new for the sake of wanting to learn and 
to do varied and different things. I’ve just done a manicure course which I have wanted to do for years 
and years and it just became available of an evening so that was lovely just because it was an interest and 
yes I may go on and earn extra money do whatever but I think I just like to develop myself because I want 
to not for the other two reasons particularly not so much for personal development just because I enjoy 
doing it and just quite like achieving different things. I like (…) I like learning different things for 
different reasons. You know. THEY ALL HAVE::: added benefits sometimes you know, they’re like the 
confident thing, It definitely gave me lots of confidence when I did the Diploma and enabled me to think 
that I was the person I was before I had the children so that side of it’s had - that’s not why I did it - it just 
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sort of added on and the friendship thing - making friends - and increasing your social circle - so many 
benefits but for me it is the learning an interest. I think I gathered different things from the course I did 
with you than some of the other girls did (.....) (H. Go on) Well I just think because I was doing it for that 
reason there were different bits that were more for an interest to me than some of the other girls. They 
were doing it because they wanted to put into practice this aspect or that aspect and for me it was more 
the wider aspect of what effect it was having on the children and how it affected them by what we knew 
and actually that sounds a very muddled statement but it really did it for me because that is what made me 
stop going to playgroup - stop working in playgroup - because I just felt that what I was doing wasn’t 
really having - I wasn’t really having the right effect on those children in our playgroup. 

F88 
I. Confidence. (H. Um) Erm, the ability to, em, put into practice what they have learnt in life, you know, 

through what you learn at school and then put into practice and I think having the confidence and 
knowing that you have the confidence to go out there and do something and to have that background 
behind it, you know. 
H. Okay. Can you tell me a little bit more? When you say ‘do something’ what sort of things are you 
talking about? 
I. Well, like when I took the Diploma. If you had said to me when I first came into childcare, em, if you 
had said to me 5 years before that I would be working with children and::: working in a setting looking 
after for … you know, twenty six children on some days, I would have said ‘never’, er, but then saying 
that, things change in your life, er, em, and you have to change with it really. I knew, when the children 
went to school, I knew when I wanted to go back to work, because I wanted to look after my children, I 
didn’t want to put - not that I am saying there is anything wrong with it - but I didn’t want to put them 
into childcare. I wanted to be at home for them so I knew that I had to do something that involved around 
school or university so that I could have, you know the time off with them so a post arose as a 1:1 in the 
setting and I went for the post and got it, really enjoyed it, and thought ‘I can do this’ and then I looked 
into them, what I needed to do to have the qualifications and I think the qualifications give you the 
confidence, er, and I’m not saying that I’m any better at it, for having them than I was before but I think it 
gives YOU the confidence to know that you know that you’ve got the background. You are aware of 
things, you are more, hhhh, it’s hard to say but it’s, you are more aware of the dos and donts - do you 
know what I  ...? 
H. Yes. But I’m just interested in what you are saying because I am hearing personal confidence, really 
important, but I am also - you are not saying it - but I think I am hearing that that confidence is coming 
from having the knowledge base (I. Yes) Is that right? 
I. Yes. Yes I think that’s what that gives me. Being aware of things that are needed and need to be done 
and being aware of them which just - I didn’t always know before I’d done it. 

F91 
I. To help people learn and develop their full potential. 
H. Do you have a view of what potential might mean? 
I. A person feels that they have fulfilled everything they need to fulfil and they are happy with what they 
are doing to their own level. Some people it could be just a plod along and some people need that extra 
little bit more. 
H. Do you see a distinction between training to do a job or education for your own-self? 
I. Training to do a specific job makes you feel more worthwhile. I think and education, people try to 
educate themselves just to keep their brain alive, I think lots of people will do say language courses if 
they are going on holiday just to feel that they are still keeping themselves alive but the training for a 
specific job gives you more knowledge to do your job better and understand what you are doing. 
I. And would you do a leisure course? 
I. At the moment I don’t need to, I still study. I’ll be going on a course on the 2nd - intensive care. 

G104 
I. ˚Purpose of education?˚  Em - what:: for adults? Or in general? (H. Whatever) Em, well it’s so that a 

person can fulfil their potential, you know, in all areas, it’s showing their abilities, obviously learning 
about em, particular subjects they might be interested in, or want to gain a career in, or move on to higher 
education and things like that. Em, obviously it’s essential that every child and adult has the opportunity 
to learn if they want to and carry on with any training that they need to do for future life. I’m sure there’s 
a lot more I can say (laughs) but it’s one of those questions where it’s sort of - I suppose it’s always very 
obvious isn’t it that everyone has to have an education at school - it’s part of your rights as a person isn’t 
it? 
H. I wonder whether you have a view on the distinction between a vocational education and a liberal 
education for yourself? 
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I. Obviously - I think the two tie in anyway, don’t they, but personally I’ve had education in the past up to 
degree level and then I haven’t really done any other sort of education except the course with you so, em, 
I suppose in a lot of ways:::: yes, I think they are both very important and obviously for me I enjoyed just 
having the opportunity to do something that was interesting and was also going to give me a progression 
in my chosen career and that sort of thing and I think, I think even though I, em, I was looking to start a 
new career to work with children I also wanted to do it to, you know, enhance my knowledge about 
things generally and even if I hadn’t gone on to do childcare I would still have felt - I would have valued 
it as an experience so I think, you know, probably think education in that way, the vocational and the 
more sort of general, those two seem to tie in for me. 
H. Okay, so what are you saying - how did you come to do this course? 
I. Em, well because I wanted to work with children but I felt at the time that I didn’t really have any 
experience apart from my own children and I felt that if I was going to do it I would like to have 
something that would give me a bit of confidence and obviously knowledge to use when working with 
children not just to blindly go in and think I knew it already when actually, no, there were a lot of things 
that I needed to know about. And I used to feel that I wasn’t just sort of learning as I was just going along 
I mean you do obviously but I wanted to have a bit of background into the childcare - issues and things. 

G107 
I. I think it’s, em, at it’s core, it’s to enrich your life. There is also the practical side of::: using education 
to move on in life - to not be stuck in the same job as perhaps your parents did. 
H. Right okay. 
I. There’s two sides to it and it is a lovely world where you can marry the two. 
H. Right so do you think you can sometimes? 
I. I haven’t done it but it can be done. I wish I had of done it but yes, it can be done definitely. 

H112 
I. The purpose of education for us as adults or us as children or as a whole? 
H. I think I’m looking at the whole picture - whatever you want to give me. 
I. Okay. Education, education em, for me personally, em, is::: about moving on to a different stage of my 
life. It’s about giving me a wider variety of information, it’s about em moving into a new social circle, it’s 
about moving into a different learning environment, it’s about, em (hhhh) (H. a different learning 
environment) I was trying to think what else I would look at - a different me as well, because, em, having 
moved from the first job that I did to the next job that I did, em, it was an awful, not an awful, I mean a 
different stage, a different environment to move into. One minute I’m doing - as a police officer you can 
deal with anything. As a teaching assistant or a pre-school assistant you are dealing mainly with children, 
parents, em other teachers, other teaching assistants em and you are looking at what their learning needs 
are as well as you’re learning to be able to give them the information and everybody’s different in that 
respect. 

H113 
I. To better yourself. The reason why I do it is so that I can get a better job, I can get more money, I can 
get job satisfaction and I can get the job I want. 

H125 
I. (chuckles) I don’t know, I don’t know really. 
H. What should it be for? 
I. It should be, education should be there to help you understand the world and what you are growing up 
in. I suppose really because education for me at the moment it seems it’s just about what you can do and 
not anything else and not about who you are. 
H. Go on that’s really important. 
I. I just think they should change the education system. Yes, okay you need to know how to read and how 
to write and you do need basic maths but then I think they should attach more like, I don’t know, more 
things that you are going to do every day in your life. For little children just exploring is most important 
to children, being able to get outside and lift up boulders and rocks and that and see what’s underneath 
them and explore why are there clouds moving in the sky and doing things like that. And then, I don’t 
know, that’s what they should be learning not algebra. Why do we need algebra? For what? Do you use 
it? I don’t. 
H. Hmmm? I. But you are in a different profession, aren’t you so you might need something like that 
whereas a normal, an average person, does not need algebra do they? When do I use algebra? I only 
know that because my son came home with it as homework last night and he said ‘do your maths 
homework then mum’ and he said ‘well you won’t know how to do it’. So ‘Why what is it? Algebra. Oh 
crikey’.  
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H. So you are really saying education is about functioning aren’t you but am I hearing a bit more than 
that? Think about adults as well. 
I. When you are an adult, it is your choice to join up to these courses so you obviously want to get 
something out of the course to better yourself so you are learning in that area like we did on our course. 
H. So are you talking about a course that’s work-related? 
I. Oh no it doesn’t have to be, it’s like my sons who want to go and do apprenticeships, one in plumbing 
and one in motor mechanics so that is a course that they go on. Yes that is a work related one but you can 
go on fulltime courses where they will be learning something that they are actually interested in rather 
than something that they have to do so therefore they should be better at that rather than school work 
which you get told ‘this is what you will learn’. I mean, the population and growth of Ely is what? 
Boring? So what if Ely’s grown. That’s homework and now when they come home with the Antarctica 
now that interests me. I think yes now that is geography, that’s proper geography, you are learning about 
the land, why is it being destroyed. That’s interesting and that’s learning but the growth of Ely? Okay it’s 
getting bigger, we can see that, so… 
H. So what are you saying? You like a touch of the exotic when you are learning? 
I. I think there has to be more of a purpose to it than just … Well who picks the topics? Who picked 
Antarctica and Ely for geography this year? Who’s done that? Why Antarctica and why Ely? Why not 
somewhere else? It make you wonder why is it so regulated on these two areas and not … 
H. So what would you like to see? The children choose an area they want to look at? All of them 
individually?’ 
I. Individually, if they said to you well the assignment for this term is the population of … and you 
choose and talk about how much it has grown and why it has grown and you choose a place that you have 
to research it and come up with the information. The children then are going to choose an area that they 
find interesting so therefore they are going to research it better and then they’ll come out with the better 
grades because it is what they want to do. It’s their chosen bit - not well we are doing Ely and that is it. 
H. So what you are saying is that education should be very relevant to your interest. You should have 
choices about what you do. What about the whole idea of education being important to develop people as 
people? Confidence and self-esteem. Personal development? How do you feel about that? 
I. I don’t know if it does do that, I know it doesn’t do with teenagers. It probably does work with pre-
school children because they are so young and they bounce off of each other and they do learn from each 
other. As they get older children are open to such different worlds. You’ve got the children with 
everything that they possibly could want at home, and there’s the children that want everything and don’t 
get nothing but are still perfectly cared for at home, and you’ve got the children that go round bragging 
that they’ve done it all and been there, and you’ve got the children that wish they had done it all and been 
there. So I think that as you get older peer pressure is so hard so I don’t think by going to school actually 
makes them an any better child because you are not taught how to cope with these emotions that are 
going on. It’s not nice if you haven’t got … We’ve only just got the internet, we’ve had it two weeks and, 
em, we were forced into getting it because the school - if you haven’t got it you can’t do the homework. 
And you tell the school this and they think, yeah, so it is so much pressure and then now we’ve got it we 
have got three, mostly two of them that want to be on it all the time so you have got the added pressure of 
them fighting over who is on it, so no, I don’t think school makes you what you are at the end. I think you 
do that yourself. That’s how you learn and that’s how you just grow yourself from whatever goes on 
around you and that’s who you are. 
H. And do you think that’s true for adults as well? 
I. Yes, I think so. 

H126 
I. Okay … I think, because of my education - because why I study, because I like, er, study, I like read 
books and especially I like, um, biological things, read and explore things, that’s why I studied that 
subject. Then after I came here, then because I thought - I’m sorry I take time. 
H. Don’t worry, I’ve got more time than you have. Take time to think, it gives me time to plan. 
I. After I came here, I really wanted to do a job and then after that I realized because my English 
knowledge is not enough for doing a job relative to my studies then I thought, then after that I started a 
shop assistant and then after that I thought it would improve my English , then I thought ‘I think I can 
manage some course’ em, I think my first … another thing is, I really like work with children, then I 
thought, if I do a course in here then I’m able to find a job then I think especially why I did in here, 
improve my English knowledge, I think, so , yes. 

H. So you found it more interesting to study childcare and learn English than just to learn English? 



  
              

             
               

              
                      
               

 
                 

     
           

                   
             

              
                    

   
 

                 
        

                
          

      
 

            
           

              
              

             
         
                   

               
             

                 
                

        
          

                
               

                  
    
                
                

            
              

    
 

     

               
           
               

                 
       

 
 

                
           

             
     

364 
I. Yes, because I thought if get on with children then I can improve my English because then I can read 
simple books not very hard books and because I have confidence, work with children, I don’t know, I 
think it’s my fault because sometimes when I talk with adults, when I feel, I don’t know - are my 
sentences correct, is my grammar correct, is word correct - because I always worry about these things (H. 
really?) Yes, when I talk with adults - then I thought if I talk with children - because they don’t know, 
because they don’t know grammar and they don’t know these things - I can talk with - confidently with 
them … 
H. But your English is very good … (I. hhh) I don’t have a problem understanding you ever (I. hhh) and 
I do have other students whom I sometimes can’t understand. 
I. Because, I don’t know Hazel, because I always worry about English - my English knowledge - because 
sometimes I think it is not relevant to this education but it is to my normal life. Sometimes when I go to 
cinema then sometimes I can’t understand their conversation, I can’t understand then I am so worried 
about why I can’t understand. Sometime I feel very low-mind about myself here (H. Low self esteem?) 
Yes, yes I really want to do a course and get into … I think my purpose is to improve my knowledge but 
especially to improve my English. 

H. So when you were studying for your degree at home which is in biology? You were doing that for 
interest rather than thinking you would work in biology? 
I. Yes, why I did it was because I really liked that subject. That’s why I did it. But I’ve taken here - there 
are three different reasons. The main one is to improve my knowledge and talk with somebody very 
confidently, and get a qualification in here. 

I129 
I. Um, (……….) right. The purpose of education is to develop that person, em, learning something new 
for everybody is really important, and done in a formalised way by a course is obviously the best way of 
doing it for a large number of people. Um, personally speaking, em, I don’t believe education should ever 
stop and again personally speaking I am hoping that I will do other things as well and always go to some 
college or somewhere else throughout however many times. I hope it never stops really. 
H. Right and what sort of courses might you consider? 
I.I don’t know really, to be honest, I sort of fell into … I mean I’ve had a total career change with doing a 
playleader job anyway. I mean two years ago, well I suppose three years ago, I had nothing to do with 
pre-school as such. It’s only through volunteer work as chair of a pre-school that its given me that 
direction, em, so who knows what is going to be around the corner. It might:: change again - probably not 
- but who knows. So at the moment I don’t know. I may::: actually do, who knows, a teaching 
qualification myself in the future (quietly) but I don’t know. 
H. But you are talking about a course that has a use to you? 
I. Rather than just pleasure? Yes I think I work better if it’s for a career purpose rather than an evening 
class to learn how to flower arrange. I’m motivated more by that rather than my own personal interests as 
such. 
H. Okay is that a need to keep yourself motivated when you go and do a course or do you just not get 
excited about doing any more leisure pursuits. 
I. Well I can’t think of any (…..) I suppose that time’s been an issue for me and doing say a psychology 
GCSE in an adult education place - it’s fine, I mean I’d love to do that but it’s a time thing for me and, I 
don’t know, working more towards a career for me is more important to me at the moment. When I’ve 
got loads of time (laughs) doing something that’s more of an interest is a more viable interest. Perhaps 
when my children are a lot older? 

I133 
I. What for all age ranges or specifically for adults? 
H. Whatever. 
I. For betterment. I think, well I mean, obviously education from an adult point of view, I mean it 
increases confidence, you have more confidence, obviously you can get a better job. For children 
obviously to be educated means they have a better start in life, em, as opposed to being uneducated, 
which I think is very important for them. You have got more opportunities. I think it is just a case of 
you’ve got more opportunities if you, if you have qualifications. 

I134 
I. For children? (H. Or whatever?) I think it’s for learning but not just learning things, being taught things 
and things like life experience and I’ve got a really big thing with respect so respecting children, being 
respected. Building up people’s confidence and not looking down on people and labelling them and there 
should be a positive thing not a negative one. 



  
         

             
                  
                    

                
          

 

             
 

              
             

365 
H. Can you say more about that, what about the negative. 
I. Children getting labelled, especially children that have bad behaviour and they, as soon as they get that 
label that’s it and they get treated, I don’t know, they get treated wrongly like, I don’t know, Like when I 
went to school it wasn’t equal either because I was in the middle, I wasn’t very clever but I wasn’t stupid 
either and I just got left out and I still see that happening now. I think it should be more … if people 
treated everyone the same or gave them equality of opportunity but I don’t think they do. 

I137 
I. To increase your skills, to increase your knowledge, to get a job and to give you more confidence. 

I143 
I. To qualify you for life, for really whatever career you choose. I don’t think education educates you for 
life, life itself does that but it’s really for whatever career you are choosing to take. 
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Appendix 6a: Reasons for enrolling on Diploma and fee payment 

Student Main reason Additional reasons Fee situation 

A1 Committee suggestion Furthering knowledge Committee paid 

A2 Personal choice Group need Fee waiver 

A8 Committee insistence Committee paid 

A9 Personal choice Group need Fee waiver 

A10 Personal choice To know how Committee paid 

B15 Work related To qualify to do current job Committee paid 

B18 Committee suggestion Committee paid 

B20 Committee suggestion Committee paid 

B21 Committee suggestion Keen Committee paid 

C25 Committee suggestion ‘Pushed’ Committee paid 

C26 Personal choice Committee paid* 

D32 Work related Career change - A&G EYCS 50%* 

D34 Work related Group need but considering it anyway EYCS* 

D44 Personal choice Wanting professional qualification EYCS 50%* 

D45 Personal choice Enjoy learning so much EYCS 

E62 Shared decision Self and colleagues EYCS* 

E67 Committee insistence EYCS 

F82 Work related Career-based but interest-led EYCS* 

F85 Work related Need EYCS* 

F86 Work related Somebody had to do it EYCS* 

F88 Committee suggestion Via supervisor EYCS 

F91 Personal choice Got temporary job to get into childcare EYCS* 

G104 Work related Career change - A&G EYCS 50%* 

G107 Committee suggestion Via manager, keen to learn more EYCS 

H112 Personal choice Target & wanting to do it properly Full fees (c.£400) 

H113 Personal choice To know how & better self - frightened EYCS 50% 

H125 Work related Group need - wanting to turn group round EYCS 

H126 Personal choice To improve English & find job Full fees & non-
UK surcharge 

I129 Personal choice To use brain, study again - try teaching EYCS 

I133 Committee suggestion Via supervisor EYCS 

I134 Work related Mum suggests qualifying - enjoys study EYCS 

I137 Personal choice With friend, boring at home, hoping for 
second pregnancy 

EYCS 50%* 

I143 Work related Career change - A&G Full fees (£800+) 

* Denotes fee extrapolated, not stated at interview 
EYCS = Local authority Early years childcare service 
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Appendix 6b: Female epistemological categories 

From Belenky, M.F., Clinchy, B.M., Goldberger, N.R., & Tarule, J. M. (1986) 
Women’s Ways of Knowing 

Silence

 ‘a position in which women experience themselves as mindless and voiceless and subject to 
the whims of external authority’ 

Women who feel deaf & dumb - experience disconnection - obey authorities wordlessly - stay 
in the woman’s place - have no self-concept, no voice. Often women who have been ill-treated, 
abused, victimized. 

Received Knowledge 

 ‘a perspective from which women conceive of themselves as capable of receiving, even 
reproducing, knowledge from the all-knowing external authorities but not capable of creating 
knowledge on their own’ 

Learn through listening - relieved to hear others share their opinions - see authorities as 
sources of truth - expect teachers to tell them what to think - angry if lecturers refuse to pass on 
their knowledge - dislike having to do original work - want one right answer for a problem so 
dislike debate or conflicting opinions - go with majority decision - intolerant of ambiguity -
literal, cannot read between the lines - like predictability, clarity - want to know exactly what is 
going to happen, what they are expected to do. Collect facts not opinions - get an idea right 
away or not at all - like Maths and Sciences. Learn and produce material but loath to apply it. 

Subjective Knowledge 

‘a perspective from which truth and knowledge are conceived of as personal, private, and 
subjectively known or intuited’ 

Inner voice - for the disadvantaged - a move from silence - often a reaction to failed male 
authority - let down, abused or harassed - turn to women for support. Advantaged women are 
often hidden multiplists - may retreat into anonymity and silent conformity if overwhelmed by 
options - express view as ‘just my opinion’ - may drop out or become privately rebellious -
using reading or writing as an outlet - may hold to own views but refuse to express them -
intuitive, and pragmatic if pushed - conciliatory - we all hold different beliefs, distrust logic, 
analysis and abstraction - anti-rationalist - may favour practical and sensory learning over 
books. 

Quest for self - women determinedly going it alone - sudden disregard for others’ needs as 
needs of self become paramount - escape from Erikson’s negative identity - identification in 
terms of what you are not or in opposition to others - may become anti-male - unsure of future 
or of selves - can become entrenched and intolerant of other’s viewpoints - belligerent and 
argumentative - existentially lonely - inwardly listening & watching self - talk to self, pets or 
keep diaries to practise having a voice. 
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Procedural Knowledge 

‘a position in which women are invested in learning and applying objective procedures for 
obtaining and communicating knowledge’ 

Reason - learning how to use academic discourse effectively - ways of presenting arguments, 
techniques of analysis, how to evidence beliefs. Usually insight gained from benign but 
knowledgeable others. Begin to engage in conscious, deliberate, systematic analysis -
measured tones. Form may dominate content - it does not matter what you decide but how you 
do it. Outlook more objective than previously but may initially resent this and do it glibly. 
Draws on Gilligan’s & Lyons’ work on: Separate knowing - more masculine and objective -
impersonal - can evaluate as distances self from situation - seeks reciprocity - morally seek 
impersonal justice - doubting game - arguing against ideas for own sport - looking for errors. 
Connected knowing - female and relational - seeks relationships - empathetic - responds to 
others in their terms - morality based on caring and understanding - not comfortable with 
disagreement - build contacts through ‘gossip’- non-judgemental - nurturing - values the 
personal - but distances from self by looking to other people’s views. Not gender specific but 
may be gender-related. 

Constructed Knowledge

 ‘a position in which women view all knowledge as contextual, experience themselves as 
creators of knowledge, and value both subjective and objective strategies for knowing’ 

Integrated voices - personal and others knowledge woven together - understand different 
viewpoints are okay - high tolerance for internal contradiction and ambiguity - recognize 
expertise but not the authority of an ‘expert’ - use systems for own ends - stretch outer 
boundaries of own consciousness - share ideas rather than seeking to impress but sometimes 
have to in a male arena - morality depends on context. 
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Appendix 7a: Continuing social contacts 

Student(s) Contacts 
A10 still occasionally meets up with A7. 
H112 describes a continuing friendship with H117. 
H126 has kept in touch with H123. 
I133 explains that she got ‘quite close’ to I130. 
F86 can only mention one student, F87, whom she sees ‘very occasionally’ 

There is evidence that students who worked together cemented existing friendships by 
travelling and studying together. 
A2 and A9 knew of each other’s whereabouts and were still loosely in touch. 
F91 says ‘I got to know F90 better’. 
E67 keeps in touch with E56 and, still working with E50, explains that ‘we 

still have a common ground’. 
F82 and F85 deliberately studied together knowing they were to become joint play-

leaders and F82 changes jobs to protect that friendship when it becomes 
strained: ‘we always said that the friendship comes first’. 

I129 and I137 work and travel together and I137 is very clear that she decided to attend 
the course at I129’s suggestion. This ‘unidirectional’ dependency is very 
clear throughout the interviews. It is I who refer to I137’s co-attendance 
when interviewing I129 and get a slightly hesitant response. She only 
refers to her colleague at the end when talking about staffing levels. I137 
makes frequent references to I129’s influence, when asked about 
continuing contact, jokes about how they live ‘in the same village, just 
round the corner so there’s no getting away from that’. 

G107 only keeps in touch with the ‘person that I work with’, G96. She felt that, 
not having children kept her apart from the rest of the group as she was 
‘out of sync’ with their daily structures but believes that, as a non-driver, 
distance was a factor too. 

Other students kept in touch for a time but then gradually drifted apart. 
C26 claims that ‘I did for a while with - I can’t remember her name now …’. 
B18 claims to have ‘kept in touch with B13 for a long time!’. 

For F85 contact with the group (apart from F82) is only incidental: ‘There was a 
lot of talk about we must get together and we really meant it at the time. I 
don’t know, we are busy aren’t we and it didn’t happen’. 

For F88 it is ‘in Tesco’s where you usually see people’ and ‘yes other than that, 
no, not really kept in touch but we’ve always passed the time of day’. 

For D34 contact is coincidental and indirect - circumstantial really. Her daughter 
‘goes to school with one of their daughters’ so she occasionally hears 
news through the younger generation. 

For H125 casual contact involved children. She described attending an HE open 
day in the summer with one of her children and how H121 was ‘there 
with her boy so we spent the afternoon together’. 

I134 and I143 when asked about keeping in touch only mentioned each other and I131 
the third member of their trio, further strengthening my impression that 
these three formed a definite subgroup and excluded other students. 
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Appendix 7b: Workplace stability during the research period 

Workplace  Restless ~ or moving on > 
Student At initial contact At initial contact At interview Post-interview 
A1 R play specialist 
A2 TA > resting 
A8 R adult educator 
A9 OUT shop ~ 
A10 PS > new PS 

B15 TA ~ 
B18 PS 
B20 PS 
B21 PS ~ > R nursery head 

C25 PS > OUT 
C26 DN ~ applying 

D32 TA ~ 
D34 PS ~ 
D44 R agency work 
D45 OUT conservation 

E62 TA 
E67 PS 

F82 PS > R adviser 
F85 PS ~ > school 
F86 R? admin/sec school 
F88 PS ~ own business too 
F91 R nurse 

G104 PS 
G107 PS OSCA > gardening 

H112 TA 
H113 PS 
H125 PS > OUT/resting? 
H126 (Baby) 

I129 PS > childcare 
I133 PS ~ > extra PS 
I134 DN > university 
I137 PS > OUT 
I143 (Baby) 

Key: ~ restless student, > student moving on OUT out of childcare OSC Out-of-school club 
PS - pre-school, DN - day nursery, TA - teaching assistant, R - childcare related, Baby – mum at home  

Explanation for table 

A number of students attempted to, or actually did, change jobs during the research 
process. Three students knew they were moving at the time of initial phone or 
questionnaire contact, a further six achieved a move between initial contact and 
interview, an additional three contacted me to let me know they had found new jobs 
post-interview. An additional thirteenth student asked for a reference and others 
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sounded very unsettled, further complicating the chronological integrity of the thesis. 
The number definitely changing jobs (12) is significant in a sample of only 33. 

The table attempts to capture this essentially dynamic process by retrospectively 
presenting the students’ occupation at a single moment in time, the completion of 
interview transcription. This was a point when I felt that I could and should draw a line 
under changes as I had a complete record of what had been discussed face-to-face and 
was beginning to analyse this. The table records students’ aspirations and any actual 
movements at three points during the research process, at initial contact, at interview 
and post-interview after transcription; so provides evidence of the stability or otherwise 
of their choice of workplace with some indication whether this was from inclination or 
lack of opportunity to move on. 

The table reveals that during the research period 23 students continued to directly work 
in early years settings, 18 in the voluntary sector (mainly pre-schools but 2 in day 
nurseries and 1 in a private nursery school), an additional 5 as TAs in primary schools. 
A further 4 considered themselves to be working in related fields (play specialist, early 
years educator, paediatric nurse, and agency staff). F86, who combined her former 
administrative skills with her interests in children to work in a secondary school also 
saw clear lines of continuity between her two jobs but I feel that for classificatory 
purposes her work had taken her out of childcare as the contact was with older children 
and incidental to the role of arts co-ordinator. 
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Appendix 7c: Course content preferences 
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Omissions -
Insufficiency < 
Excesses > 
Likes+ 
Comments 

A1 - Presentation skills 
A2 X > Theorists 

< Behaviour 
A8 X 
A9 < Child protection 
A10 X + Learning styles 
B15 X X 
B18 X 
B20 X 
B21 X X - Special needs 
C25 X 
C26 X 

D32 X X < Behaviour 
D34 - Management  

- Special needs 
D44 X X 
D45 X 
E62 X X X 
E67 X X 
F82 X X X 
F85 X X + Practicalities 
F86 < Practical activities 

+ Learning styles 
F88 X 
F91 X X X < Special needs 

G104 X x x X X x x x x x x All important 
G107 X X X 
H112 x x x x x x x x x x x All important 
H113 x x x x x x x x x x x < Practicals 
H125 x x x x x x x x x x x Listening to others 
H126 X X X > Parenting 

+ Policies 
I129 X - How to teach 

< Practicals 
I133 X X X 
I134 X X X X 
I137 X -Behaviour/restraint

 > Diseases 
I143 X - Practicals 

Key:  X Specific content identified x All content identified 
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Appendix 8a: Linking data to Elster’s five conditions of adaptive preference 

The concept of preference, core to economic and particularly utilitarian theory, was 
given a new slant by Elster (1982) when he coined the phrase ‘adaptive preference’ to 
identify those situations when individuals lack freedom of choice but rather than 
reacting to this, modify their expectations to match what is possible. The phrase 
partially equates to Sen’s (1999) term ‘mental conditioning’, denoting an adjustment 
much stronger than the recognition that everyone, to some extent, has bounded options 
available to them. This usage implies an acceptance of a reduced capability set, to the 
extent that individuals no longer contest or are discomfited by their situation but live 
contented lives with lesser resources and possibilities, and is normatively used to 
describe how, for example, inhabitants discount the restrictions stemming from low 
levels of sanitation or episodic famine in countries where these are a normal state of 
affairs. Feminist literature, after Nussbaum (2000; and Glover, 1995) has applied the 
term to women in developing countries where mothers have accepted an inferior 
position within the family. Indeed Nussbaum (2000, p.137) rather aptly defines the 
concept as ‘adjustments in response to a perception of one’s circumstances’ but it is 
Elster (1982, p.226ff) who set conditions for this concept. 

Elster inheres five distinctive qualities to adaptive preference formation (APF) and these 
are worthy of further exploration. [To assist the discussion, I have added the italicized 
labels.] 

i) Reversibility - APF is reversible (rather than transformative); limited expectations will 
change if conditions are modified. 

ii) Choice restriction - APF is derivative from (rather than causal of) a restricted 
feasible set; restriction is real not elective. 

iii) Endogeneity - APF is subtly induced (rather than naturally arising); desires are 
subliminally acquired.  

iv) Optionality - APF is causal (rather than deliberative) in decision-making, decisions 
are driven not contemplative, not optional. 

v) Reactivity - APF is evaluative (rather than perceptive) in relation to a specific 
situation, visible when the adaptation is threatened (restrictions lifted) by a negative 
reaction. 

These conditions can potentially be applied to two aspects of this study: the desire to 
look after one’s own children and the desire to work in childcare, to look after other 
people’s children, perhaps demonstrating how closely the two motivations are 
enmeshed.  

Reversibility 
Elster directly relates reversibility to the transformative nature of education, whether 
formal or experiential. New learning cannot later be excised, whereas changes 
stemming from ‘habituation’ or ‘resignation’ can be reversed if the situation changes, a 
characteristic indicative of adaptive preference. Applying this distinction to my research 
cohort, I would argue that for the higher qualified students the move sideways into early 
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years education is a genuine choice. Students like B15 are looking for a career change, 
some like A1 drift into it: both students could have made other choices with little 
additional effort. For some of the lower qualified students, however, the picture is 
somewhat different. Those fearful of re-entering education with few other options 
available may have chosen childcare because it was possible, a ‘habitual’ choice rather 
than an elective one and this could explain why, for some, excitement about working 
with children was not particularly evident or, as with I133 and I143 something that 
developed subsequent to training. Stagers, in particular, demonstrate a level of 
reversibility, they revoke an initial decision to be available for their own children and 
decide to move into other areas of work. For these students in particular I would suggest 
that the ‘habitual’ characteristic of adaptive preference is pertinent. 

Choice restriction 
Elster’ second quality is defined in contrast to pre-commitment, ‘the deliberate 
restriction of the feasible set’. Although recognizing that a determination to ‘pre-
commit’ can later lead to diminished choice, the term adaptive preference should be 
reserved for those situations where the constraints are an effect rather than the cause of 
reduced options. Thus limitations should not be self-induced. This quality is directly 
relevant to my own research findings. I repeatedly found evidence that students wanted 
to be available to care for their own children outside of the school day and that this 
desire limited the options available to them. However, although some mentioned the 
cost of childcare as a consideration, and we have demonstrated that wages in childcare 
are very low, government policy to register childminders and to develop wrap-around 
care have seriously increased the standards and availability of such provision meaning 
that the decision to care for one’s own children is a choice rather than a necessity. It 
could be said, therefore for many of the women, the decision to look after their own 
children counted as a ‘pre-commitment’ rather than an adaptive preference. 

Endogeneity 
For this quality the relevant question is ‘is the desire to look after children a natural 
choice or a response to societal expectations?’ Basic biological knowledge, suggests an 
endogenous derivation for the decision to care for one’s own children but there is 
evidence, historically and currently, of repeated manipulation of women’s choices at a 
practical level with differing provision of, and financial subsidy for daycare, and the 
foregrounding of different psychological attitudes, for instance the publicity given to 
Bowlby’s theory of maternal deprivation (1951) post World War II and the current 
emphasis on multiple bonding (see Schaffer, 1996; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1998; Singer, 
1998; Super & Harkness, 1998). Within Victorian family structures there was an 
expectation that the women’s role was in the home (Arnot, David & Weiner, 1999, 
p.34) and even in the 20th century public commitment to daycare provision was ‘patchy’ 
(Anning & Edwards, 1999). Women have long been the carers in society, in schools, in 
hospitals and in residential homes and even if the government does not create this 
situation, low rates of pay and poor working conditions foster this imbalance (but the 
current initiative to raise standards must be noted here). However, in current British 
society women have choices: nurseries and tax concessions exist, and childcare is 
culturally acceptable. The research evidence demonstrates that for these students the 
care of their children was of paramount importance and not something to be passed over 
to strangers. Several students discussed the lack of local family members to look after 
children indicating a desire to avoid paid care. Some openly chose to work in childcare 
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to avoid using such provision, a decision that relates to closeness of maternal ties rather 
than fear about standards. Whilst I would argue that the government does intervene to 
influence provision and attitudes to childcare, the interviewees as a group are 
disregarding external pressures and choosing to care for their own children 
demonstrating a sense of agency and commitment to their beliefs. Thus, the third quality 
is not met as the students’ choices are not externally manipulated and they are not 
persuaded into thinking that they should use childcare facilities because they exist. 

Optionality 
Elster’s fourth characteristic raises politically sensitive ideas, for the equality discourse 
underpinning contemporary society eschews notions like ‘maternal drive’, ‘instinct’ and 
‘biological urge’. The desire to care for one’s own children might once have been 
described as a continuation of the natural ‘maternal drive’ to procreate, certainly this 
would have been used to explain its foundational importance to the majority of the 
women and as a justification to keep women closeted in the home and to disallow 
divorce and separation. Some conservative thinkers (eg: Scruton, 1986; in Arnot, David 
& Weiner, 1999, pp.92-93) may still hold such values but post-feminist developments 
and equal rights legislation make such a judgement culturally unacceptable. Nor could 
‘maternal drive’ adequately explain the attitudes of women who chose to return to other 
forms of work leaving their offspring in day-care centres unless one construes the 
tendency to ‘drop children off and run’ as an inability to face up to what they are doing, 
a suggestion that I could not possibly substantiate. Nevertheless it is very evident that 
the women in this research project continually monitored the ‘independence’ of their 
children and assessed their own choices with regard to this, possibly trying to minimize 
mental conflict or ‘cognitive dissonance’. However, none of the students voiced 
dissatisfaction with their options and all appeared to have a genuine inclination to be 
around their own children. So although I believe that the students’ options were 
constrained by the existence of their children, I cannot accept Elster’s fourth quality of 
adaptive preference unless I accept that the students were ‘driven’ rather than choosing 
to care for their own children. 

Reactivity 
Fifthly, Elster identifies adaptive preference in relationship to the ‘evaluation’ rather 
than the ‘perception’ of a situation. He explains that unlike ‘wishful thinking’ and 
‘rationalization’ that reduce mental discomfort by changing perception, adaptive 
preference can be recognized by unexpected reactions when limitations are removed. 
Rather than welcoming them, people become more frustrated when new possibilities 
arise. This could be happening in childcare. Some students display normative reactions, 
embracing change, enrolling on degree courses and professional training and seeking 
management opportunities in children’s centres. Others are disillusioned even indignant 
towards the pace of change, the requirement to retrain, the need to be accountable, to 
plan for learning, to produce evidence trails of achievement, despite the possibility of 
greater financial remuneration. The strength of the protests alerted me to the possibility 
that they were reacting badly to challenges to their adaptive preferences. Working part-
time in community-based settings, managed by parents like themselves, while their 
children grow up, is a relatively secure option. Conversely the expectation, even 
enforcement of a greater professionalism within these settings makes the workplace 
more threatening, more in line with the ‘external’ world. Additionally, study 
opportunities open up possibilities for preference change. Perhaps for some this is too 
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big a challenge, too big a threat to a restricted capability set; for some perhaps a reason 
to move out of childcare as this is no longer the comfortable option. These students may 
be bound by Elster’s fifth condition. 

Applicability 

I studied the data against the five qualities, finding that only two, reversibility and 
reactivity appeared relevant, and then, only to a small number of students. There is an 
element of adaptive preference, of reversibility, in the ‘habitual’ way a few students 
(usually Stagers) failed to connect with childcare, drifting in and out because it was 
possible, not particularly enthusiastic about working with children, and not letting it 
make a lasting impression on their lives. Most, even if moving on, were enthusiastic 
about their time in the field, and I view this as opportunistic rather than adaptive. 
Reactivity is easier to see. I think the vocal minority (eg: C25, F85) who complained 
about poor working conditions but became even less satisfied in the face of government 
plans for professionalization may have become unsettled by challenges to their 
adaptations. The expectation, even enforcement of a greater professionalism makes the 
workplace more threatening, more in line with the ‘external’ world and this could 
explain the (surprising) strength of their indignation. 

The discussion of ‘adaptive preference’ concludes that the students are freely making 
choices even though these are prescribed by their role in the family. There may be a 
small element of adaptive preference but generally caring for children, one’s own and 
other peoples’, appears to be an elective decision and the students conscious of the 
decisions they are making. Accumulaters demonstrate a realistic awareness of what they 
can achieve one step at a time. Asserters reveal a high degree of self- and other-
awareness as they take advantage of opportunities that present. Agonizers may not 
easily find a direction but they demonstrate an ability to see both sides of an argument. 
Accepters may only make decisions reactively but when they do so appear to recognize 
that they have exercised choice. I think, therefore it is more accurate to talk about 
‘contingent selection’ rather than ‘adaptive preference’. Students make choices that suit 
them ‘now’ and defer other choices until they become viable, thereby demonstrating an 
element of planning to offset against the endogenous urge to care for their own children. 
To view the students’ decisions in terms of selecting achievable functionings from their 
current capability set, is more flexible and sensitive to individual circumstances, and 
allows the possibility of change as capabilities expand. 
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Appendix 8b: Integrated lives strengthened by community ties 
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Appendix 10a: Poster summarizing thesis 



 

 
 
 
 
 

     

      

 
 

   
 
 

     
   

    
 

  
 
 
 
 

           
 
           
 
      
 
 

              
  

 
 

 
 

         
 

 
             

   
 

INTEGRATING LIVES THROUGH ADULT EDUCATION: 

A CASE STUDY OF MATURE WOMEN TRAINING TO WORK IN 

CHILDCARE 

HAZEL WRIGHT 

A Thesis in partial fulfilment of the 
requirements of Anglia Ruskin University 

for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

Awarded: June 2010 

Attention is drawn to the fact that copyright for this thesis rests with 

(i) Anglia Ruskin University for one year and thereafter with 

(ii) Dr Hazel Rosemary Wright. 

This copy of the thesis has been supplied on condition that anyone who consults it is 
bound by copyright. 

This work may: 

(i) be made available for consultation within Anglia Ruskin University 
Library, or 

(ii) be lent to other libraries for the purposes of consultation or may be 
photocopied for such purposes. 


	Untitled
	Acknowledgements 
	INTRODUCTION 
	The research context 
	The research process 
	The thesis structure 

	KEY DEBATES WITHIN THE EDUCATIONAL LITERATURE 
	THE PURPOSES OF EDUCATION 
	Educational expectations 
	Educational practices 
	Educational consequences 
	Discussion 


	RESEARCH STRATEGIES, TACTICS AND THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES 
	THE OVERALL RESEARCH STRATEGY
	Literature search and review
	The research context 
	Data collection 
	Data processing 

	THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES FOR ANALYSIS 
	The capability approach 
	Social capital 


	PATTERNS WITHIN THE NARRATIVES: TYPICALITY AND TYPOLOGY
	TYPICALITY
	Sample to population
	Wider generalizability 

	TYPOLOGIES 
	Occupational typologies 
	Attitudinal typologies 
	Individual narratives 
	Discussion 


	PATTERNS ACROSS THE NARRATIVES: EXPECTATIONS 
	PERSONAL 
	Past experiences 

	FAMILIAL 
	Embedded family values 

	VOCATIONAL
	Reasons for working in childcare

	EDUCATIONAL 
	Philosophical views 
	Discussion 


	PATTERNS ACROSS THE NARRATIVES: PRACTICES 
	PERSONAL 
	FAMILIAL 
	VOCATIONAL 
	EDUCATIONAL 
	Addressing barriers to education 
	Attitudes to pedagogy 
	Discussion 


	PATTERNS ACROSS THE NARRATIVES: CONSEQUENCES 
	PERSONAL 
	FAMILIAL 
	VOCATIONAL 
	EDUCATIONAL 
	INTEGRATED LIVES 
	Discussion 

	MANAGING EVERYDAY LIVES 
	INTEGRATED LIVES 
	MAINTAINING STASIS 
	LIVING IN A SLOWLY SHIFTING PRESENT 
	CONCEPTUALIZING INSTABILITY 
	Discussion 

	PROGRESSION THROUGH THE LIFE-COURSE 
	Reviewing the analytical framework 
	Identifying capability indicators 
	Creating capability chains 
	Agency 
	Discussion 

	Chapter 10 CONCLUSION 
	The research process 
	The research findings 
	Reciprocal benefits and limitations 
	The gendered research context 
	Wider implications 
	Future research agendas 

	References 




