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Key theoretical concepts 

Key theoretical concepts underpinning this Review are Bourdieu’s notion of habitus and Burr’s (1995) theoretical work around social constructionism.   

Habitus

According to Reay (2004, p.435), habitus can be “viewed as a complex internalized core from which everyday experiences emanate”.  To reach this definition, Reay (ibid, p. 432-434) discusses habitus as a multi-faceted concept with four key aspects; habitus as embodiment, habitus and agency, habitus as a complication of collective and individual trajectories and habitus as a complex interplay between past and present.  To take each of these in turn, we can see habitus as embodiment “demonstrates the ways in which not only is the body in the social world, but also the ways in which the social world is in the body” (ibid, p.432).  Habitus and agency refers to “habitus as potentially generating a wide repertoire of possible actions, simultaneously enabling the individual to draw on transformative and constraining courses of action” (ibid, p. 433).  The idea of habitus as a compilation of collective and individual trajectories considers the role of the individual and society where “a person’s individual history is constitutive of habitus, but so also is the whole collective history of family and class that the individual is a member of” (ibid, p.434).  Finally, habitus as a complex interplay between past and present “refers to something historical, it is linked to individual history” (Bourdieu, 1990c, p. 86).  At this stage Reay’s (2004) mapping the field of habitus begins to take shape, and it is possible to see how the concept is useful for describing the way individuals view and experience the world and the effect of internalising discourses about the world.  Further, whilst individuals have habitus, so too does collective society, including higher education institutions (HEI), which are bound up in and by their habitus.  Consequently, factors such as power relations, social class locations and valued forms of knowledge are tightly woven into institutional habitus and are particularly relevant to HE and its changing context.  

Social constructionism

Social constructionism, according to Burr (1995, p.2-4), fundamentally requires belief in the following four ideas; “a critical stance toward taken-for-granted knowledge”, “historical and cultural specificity”, “knowledge is sustained by social processes” where “knowledge and social action go together”.  These ideas point to the crucial ideology underpinning social constructionism: society is socially constructed through peoples’ daily interactions with each other, and these interactions are largely manipulated to maintain the social and economic status quo.  As such, social construction is useful to interrogate study and learning as social activities that are constructed differently by different people across different times, places and spaces (ibid) – but where the study and learning interests of dominant stakeholders are the only ones given voice (Burns, Sinfield and Holley, 2006) and thus legitimised in state education institutions.

Learning Development – contested ground

As a result of Widening Participation policy, Learning Development and the highlighting of the role that effective study strategies can play for non-traditional students have become topical and even controversial; this is contested ground (Jones, Turner and Street, 1999).  A broader range of HE institutions are increasingly actively seeking to enrol larger numbers of those they have historically tended to exclude: the working classes, females, mature students and ethnic minorities (Burns et al op cit).  At the same time, it is important to note that some HEI’s, especially Polytechnics, have long had access policies. Indeed, from the early 1980’s, Further Education (FE) colleges were offering Access courses with links to specific HE establishments. 

Access?

Typically on early Access programmes, ‘study skills’ (organisation and time management, active/creative notemaking, targeted research and active reading etc.) were universally delivered as empowering tools for the non-traditional student who had to operate within the exclusionary spaces and discourses of HE (ibid).  However, the shift in emphasis away from Access programmes as a route in to HE for those traditionally excluded to a government push for Widening Participation across the sector, has arguably reshaped HE, raising questions about what and who 

HE is for.  That is, it depends on an interrogation of education’s role in maintaining the status quo (consolidating inequity between classes and degrees, bolstering economic prosperity with scant regard to individual or class empowerment); similarly we can ask whether changes to education (such as widening participation ostensibly as part of a move to increase social justice) can change the status quo (giving voice, stake and power to those traditionally excluded from those realms).  

However, the Former Secretary of State for Education, David Blunkett, explicitly stated that “world class higher education ensures that countries can grow and sustain high-skill businesses, and attract and retain the most highly-skilled people” (http://www.dfes.gov.uk/speeches/, March 2007), suggesting that HE’s primary role is to provide a labour force for the global economy (our italics).

Institutional habitus

As Bourdieu and Passeron (1979, p.190) note, education could be “the royal road to the democratisation of culture if it did not consecrate the initial cultural inequalities by ignoring them”.  For radical academics, it is arguably crucial that in the process of widening participation, that a two-tier system does not emerge, which favours one social group over another and consequently maintains an unequal status quo.  However, there is an emerging body of evidence that suggests that the current widening participation policy is in fact creating this two-tier system (Thomas, 2001). 

In this context, institutional habitus arises as a key issue.  Liz Thomas (2002, p.431), following Bourdieu, notes that the traditional university habitus can make ‘non-traditional’ students feel out of place, like ‘fish out of water’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).  Thus the traditional HE discourse itself positions non-traditional students as disempowered, silenced and passive receivers of education, rather than engaged and critical learners (Burns, Sinfield and Holley, 2006).

According to Reay (2001, p.1) “working-class relationships to education have always been deeply problematic and emotionally charged, inscribing academic failure rather than success”.  If we agree with Kuhn (1995, p.98), that “class is something beneath your clothes, under your skin, in your reflexes, in your psyche, at the very core of your being”, then class can be seen as a powerful discourse with potential to affect every aspect of an individual.  In this context, we might begin to understand how and why the working class student implicitly tends to fail, even in the light of a widening participation policy.  

Another key issue is that of degree value; if more working class people get degrees then that qualification’s value is arguably questioned by middle class parents, who themselves, have “an educational inheritance with which to endow their children” (Jackson and Marsden, 1962, p.42).  Hodges (2002) reassures the middle classes that the working classes in higher education as a result of widening participation tend to be engaged in vocational qualifications and consequently these students are not a threat to traditional middle class spaces.  This leads on to a broader point: with widening participation, some students, some degrees and some institutions are seen as less valuable: ‘There are Mickey Mouse Students for whom Mickey Mouse degrees are quite appropriate (Starkey 2002 in Sinfield et al op cit). Thus the issue is not that working class students fail, but that widening participation – and an ostensible push for social justice (Gerwitz 1998) - has been constructed such that for some, even success is failure.

A class apart

Social constructionism allows us to see how non-traditional students’ social class location is constructed as ‘deficit’, arguably because it challenges the middle class status quo (Burr, 2000) that operates in HE.  Moreover, Lillis (2001) argues that the current debate about the ‘crisis’ in education stems from a fear of non-traditional students who are considered incompatible to HE spaces. Consequently, whilst student practices across the sector are arguably similar, it is those with the least power and influence over the realities of education who are frequently blamed for lowering standards and the dumbing down of HE syllabuses (Sinfield op cit).  

Arguably the skills debate itself has been manipulated to mask the exclusionary practices that operate within HE.  At this point it is possible to see that such a deficit model is also bound up in the concept of institutional habitus, where working class students are on the outside of the institution’s habitus (Reay, 2001).  Indeed, according to Medway et al (2003, p.16),  
“HEI’s (higher educational institutions) need to undergo more deep-seated changes in their ‘institutional habitus’, that is the nature of the cultural practices, values, priorities and social relationships which characterise the institution”.

Thus, it is not just the student who has to change, but also the institution; however, this would require that curricular changes designed to embrace the different qualities that different students bring – and the different realities of the 21st century - were not condemned as further evidence of the dumbing down already mentioned.  Currently, non-traditional students find themselves needed within higher education to meet the government targets, yet perhaps not wanted, as evident in the continuation of the exclusionary practices of institutional habitus.

If HE does not change, it is this very time of widening participation that is arguably the most hostile one for the non-traditional student (Sinfield op cit). For the overarching deficit model of the non-traditional student shapes and influences non-traditional students’ perception of themselves as learners, constructing an ever more fragile student identity (Reay, 2001).  Further, for most of the working class students the world of higher education tends to contradict the social and cultural norms and values of their local communities, resulting in feelings of being “truly an outsider” (Kuhn, 1995, p.95) both at home and in ‘their’ higher education institutions.  

Where there is ‘success’, it seems that, for many working class people in the academy, this frequently leads them to ‘overwork’, in an attempt to prove they are “worthy of their places” (Mahoney and Zmroczek, 1997, p.5).  Indeed, for the minority of working class students who went on to work in the academy, they often report that their newfound status within the academy makes them feel like ‘frauds’ (McIntosh, 1984: Mahoney and Zmroczek, 1997).  Mahoney & Zmroczek (ibid, p.5) argue on the basis of their own experience as working class academics that “there are feelings of insecurity about positions attained but not ‘deserved’ and these are often expressed in the fear that one day the ‘fraud’ will be exposed”.  

Social class signifiers such as accent (Hey, 1997), and ‘dis/-respectability’ (Skeggs, 1995), identify the working classes in a middle class setting (McIntosh, 1984), especially if the working class student retains their accent and their class affiliation. These practices of classed identification represent what Skeggs (1997) refers to as working class practices of dis-respectability, compared to middle class practices of respectability.  All of these markers arguably serve to set out the working class student in the middle class setting as differentiated, as the ‘other’. 

Emancipatory practices

Alongside this critique of the discourses of (higher) education, it is worth noting Freire’s (1977) criticisms, in his text Pedagogy of the Oppressed, of traditional education and the way it positions learners as accepting and passive.  Freire (ibid) viewed education as an opportunity for ‘empowerment’, especially where there are links between “knowing, learning and action” (Thomas, 2001, p.32).    Crucially, “Freire sees the primary function of education and educative processes to be the dynamic development of critical consciousness, which involves critical thought and action” (ibid, p.32).  Therefore, Freire (1977) sees learning as a reflexive and critical endeavour, and if these aspects are developed, they operate as a means to challenge disempowering political practices.  If we accept Freire’s (ibid) view, the consequences of a non-emancipatory pedagogy for the non-traditional student, is a student body being actively dispossessed of its means to contest and struggle against dominant political discourses.  Thus, equality of opportunity remains elusive and the student stakeholder is silenced (Burns et al 2006).

Emancipation in practice

Thus early access programmes and emancipatory academics developed programmes that overtly taught a range of study strategies to empower the excluded within academic discourse; to enable students to navigate the hostile HE terrain (Sinfield op cit).  Further it can be seen that if we do not develop these arguably essential study and academic practices, students are disempowered to engage on a deep level with their ‘learning processes’ (Medway et al 2003).
This is exacerbated by an unacknowledged paradigm shift within HE that has been precipitated by an emphasis on coursework over exams. Coursework brings with it a requirement for extensive bibliographic references. Thus again at this very time of widening participation, the perhaps less academically inducted non-traditional student has to struggle with ever increasing amounts of assessment and the associated reading.  With often insufficient time, students tend to struggle with their courses and, operating on the edge of their understanding in terms of subject content and academic practice, tend to plagiarise ideas rather than capture, manipulate and acknowledge them.  According to one lecturer at a London university:

“I’ve had a few people who’ve said that they’re dropping out because they can’t do the reading and I think a lot of that is down to not really having had it explained to them what exactly is involved.  People will get a twenty page reading list and just go, ‘I can’t possibly do this’ and panic” (Medway et al, 2003, p.39).

Part of this can be attributed to time pressures that face non-traditional students, who frequently have child care and/ or work commitments (Sinfield op cit).  Which issue in itself helps to create a two-tier education system between those who attend university with the financial support of their parents, and those who must provide their own financial support.  The end result is a non-traditional student body that frequently do not have sufficient time or money to allocate to their degree courses.  

Exclusionary practice

Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ enables an “[analysis of] the dominance of dominant groups in society and the domination of subordinate groups” (Reay, 2004, p.436), here we can see that the practices surrounding HE tend to disempower (non-traditional) students. Significantly, Foucault (1980, p.39) examines:

“the point where power reaches into the very grain of individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself into their actions and attitudes, their discourses, learning processes and everyday lives”.

Which has obvious import for those intending to change student practice in empowering ways. 

Learning development practitioners similarly argue that by empowering students, it is possible for them to be positioned positively within the learning discourse; actively empowering the student to navigate the often hostile and definitely contested HE terrain and excavate academic knowledge for themselves.  It is possible to empower students to take ownership of ideas and concepts and to play with ideas (Gibbs, 2001), to use information with more confidence and thus gain a voice within their own education.  There are processes and practices that can essentially help students to learn what they want to learn, say what they need to say – and then do what they need to do.

See also John Hilsdon:

The importance of language and discourse in the emergence and practice of 'Learning Development' in UK HE institutions

Use of the phrase 'Learning Development' in universities in the UK, to describe work often referred to by labels such as 'study skills', 'learning skills', or 'learning support', emerged from 2003 with the establishment of the 'Learning Development in Higher Education Network'. The latter is a JISCmail discussion list which has now led to the establishment of a professional association for Learning Developers (ALDinHE). As founder of the list, from the outset, I wanted to insist on using the phrase Learning Development (and had been doing so at the University of Plymouth since 2002) rather than any of the alternatives because the two notions in combination seemed best to express my strongly held views about the work. My principal concerns - and those of many of the people who have since joined the network - are to have as the central focus the students' attempts to make sense of their university studies and their experience of academic practice. I was motivated to use 'learning' rather than 'learner' development by a desire to oppose a 'deficit' model where students are defined primarily in terms of their needs and difficulties or deficiencies. I was also concerned to focus on the social practices involved in learning - and by insisting on the gerund ('ing') form of the word, attention is directed to the processes and practices which contribute to learning - rather than to a set of 'skills' that students are required to demonstrate. Hence experiential and humanistic factors are essential in a Learning Development perspective, as students are constructed as adults with full rights of participation in Higher Education.

In this approach I was drawing upon my own background as a language teacher and researcher using discourse analysis as my principal methodology. If discourse is seen as language in use, its analysis yields powerful information about how social roles and relations are embedded in language. Consequently, the ways that knowledge, power and authority are established, contested and changed or perpetuated in any discipline are also embedded in the language and conventions used to communicate within and about the discipline. The related 'academic literacies' view provides insights which help us to work collaboratively with our students to unpack, unpick, decode etc some of these often complex inter-relations. In so doing, we empower students - both to speak in the language of their subject and to question and challenge as necessary - to become critical thinkers, participants and contributors to higher education and society.

See www.learnhigher.ac.uk
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