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Abstract

This is a study of working class students’experience in Irish Higher Education. It is based on
eighty one in-depth interviews with fifty one students of all ages between 2007 and 2012
gathered longitudinally in three different institutions of Higher Education in the Republic of
Ireland. Using in-depth biographical interviews and grounded methods, within a critical and
egalitarian theoretical framework, the main aim of the research is to offer a ‘thick” account of
working class students’ experience and, in particular, to document how they view and value

education.

The thesis analyses access and widening participation in Irish HE from the perspective of the
interviewees. It documents that tertiary education is very highly valued and examines why
this is the case through the participants’ life and learning stories. The research also explores
the impact institutional differentiation is having on access and participation. The data also
offer insight into the type of learning processes that are occuring in contemporary HE and
elaborates a theory of reflexive learning through the interviews. This is framed within a
critical synthesis of the work of Engestrom and Mezirow and a critique of the ‘reproduction
and resistance’ debate as well as drawing on recent sociological work on the role of education

in the making of contemporary biographies.

The participants’ biographical accounts offer insight into working class experience inside and
outside the walls of the university and the research suggests that shared experiences in
community, family and work gives rise to distinct patterns of class (dis)identification. Based
on the data and wideranging desk research-especially the work of Axel Honneth, Diane Reay,
Henri Lefebvre, Andrew Sayer and Pierre Bourdieu- the thesis outlines a conceptual
framework for analysing class inequality based on ownership, authority and legitimate
cultural capital within a theory of social space. Furthermore, the biographical accounts of
education and society gathered for the inquiry indicate that the politics of respect and
recognition are crucial to understanding contemporary working class experience. A key
argument of the thesis is that class analysis, social science and educational scholarship needs
to develop a more sophisticated set of theoretical tools for exploring the normative nature of
social practice and in particular the affective, embodied experience of class inequality inside

and outside education.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: rationale, context and content

Introduction

This is a study of contemporary working class experience in Irish Higher Education. Based
on eighty one in-depth biographical interviews the thesis examines where education fits in the
lives of the research participants and explores what this indicates about the nature of class
inequality in modern Irish society. The overall aim of the study is to offer a ‘thick’
biographical description of the interviewees' learning lives and give a detailed account of how
they view and value Higher Education (HE). Through an analysis of these life and learning
stories the thesis develops a grounded, critical and egalitarian analysis of class and education

in Ireland.

The interviewees’ accounts offer a very different way of thinking about access and widening
participation and are, I believe, a necessary addition to the more familiar descriptions of these
issues found in ‘top down’ policy statements and statistical reviews. I think, for democratic
and egalitarian reasons, the voices of these students deserve to be heard and their perspectives
need to become far more central to the way we discuss the purpose and value of HE.
Moreover, I think we can learn a great deal by attending to what the participants had to say. In
fact I believe Irish society and the system of Higher Education are cast in a new light when
they are seen through these people’s eyes. It is, for a variety of reasons which will discussed
later in the thesis, enormously significant that the people at the heart of this piece of research
chose to “use a language more complicated, more puzzling than the computations of material
well-being than their interpreters use” (Sennett & Cobb, 1977, p. 18). What these men and
women have to say about identity, class and education, and about agency, self-respect and
social recognition, simply does not fit within most of the standard models available in Irish
social science for thinking about class inequality and education. In talking about college they
spoke of their desire to learn, their strong belief in the transformative power of education and
the dignity and respect that can stem from learning; in discussing their lives and Irish society
they talked about their resilience and agency and their experiences in their families,
communities and their workplaces and they spoke eloquently about the effect that unequal

resources, disrespect and lack of recognition can have on human beings. My hope is that this



thesis can capture the full significance of what the people I spoke with, and learnt from, had

to say about these crucial issues.

In order to do this I wish to place the research in context and start to sketch out the
conceptual framework I am working within for the reader. In the remainder of this chapter I
will briefly outline the nature of the empirical research, why I chose to undertake this study
and broadly situate the inquiry in its academic and historical and theoretical context. I will
finish this chapter with a description of how I think the research contributes to our knowledge

of class and education and give an overview of the thesis content and structure.

A snapshot of the empirical research

Eighty one in-depth, biographical interviews were conducted with fifty one people of all ages
between 2007 and 2012. The interviews were with students and graduates in three Higher
Education Institutes (HEIs); the National University of Ireland Maynooth, Trinity College
Dublin and the Institute of Technology, Blanchardstown. Eighteen of the fifty one
interviewees participated in the longitudinal element of the study. Forty three of the
participants came from working class backgrounds and eight came from middle class
backgrounds. Twenty eight, of the total cohort were mature students. Thirty three of the

cohort are women and seven are migrants from the UK, Eastern Europe, Africa and America.

In order to develop a deeper analysis of the institutional setting twelve interviews were
conducted with staff from the three case study HEIs. This was later supplemented by four
interviews with community activists and educators in working class areas. Alongside these
ninety seven individual interviews a focus group was held with a community education group
in 2011 to explore how non-participants in HE view tertiary education and to discuss some of

the broader themes generated through my work with the main research cohort.

Observational data was collected in all three research sites. Besides this primary research I
completed extensive desk research on the case study HEIs, on education and educational
policy, and on learning and theories of class and inequality. Secondary research was also
undertaken on the main themes that emerged in the interviews most notably respect, care and

the normative aspects of social practice.



Mind the gap! The genesis of the research

The research question was first formulated during a mixed methods piece of research on
mature students and disadvantage that I conducted with three other colleagues while working
at the Centre for Research in Adult and Community Education in NUIM (Fleming, Loxley,
Kenny & Finnegan, 2010). During this research it became apparent that there was very little
in-depth empirical work on class and student experience in Irish HE which we could usefully
draw upon for our study. I was also somewhat surprised to discover the full extent to which
quantitative research has dominated the way we discuss access and widening participation in
Ireland. Less surprising, but just as important, I further discovered that most of the studies,
both qualitative and quantitative, employed a categorical approach to class based on
occupational data, which suggested that these occupational categories were self-explanatory
and neutral. The dearth of qualitative material and the widespread use of under-theorised
categories piqued my interest which crystallised into a set of related questions which
provided the departure point for this research and still remain right at the core of the thesis;
namely ‘what is the nature of contemporary working class experience in HE and what does
this tell us about Irish society’? This necessarily leads us to ask 'what precisely do we mean

when we talk about class and how can this be best conceptualised, explored and described?'

West (1996) has argued there is always an autobiographical aspect to how and why we chose
to study an issue and in my case this is undoubtedly true. My interest in class and education
has deep roots in my life and my work and is inextricably linked to my experience as an adult
educator in an inner city area of Dublin. Long before joining the Centre for Research in Adult
and Community Education I was interested in questions of social inequality and about who
‘wins’ and why in our society and working and living in a poor working class area meant that
these questions became part of the texture of my everyday life. This was between the late
1990s and mid-2000s during a much feted economic boom and a period of rapid change
which led to, amongst other things, friends, colleagues and ex-students enrolling in third level
education courses-a decision which would have been unthinkable for most people in this area
of Dublin even a decade beforehand. The formulation of the research question and to a lesser
extent some of the theoretical and methodological choices I have made in the course of the

research are intimately connected, albeit somewhat indirectly, to this period in my life.



Of course my participation in an academic research centre, where questions about inequality
and education were viewed as matters of intellectual concern and empirical investigation,
altered the way I approached and thought about these matters (Field, Finnegan, Fleming,
Holliday, Morgan-Klein & West, 2010; Finnegan, 2009, 2010a, 2010b, 2011a, 2011b;
Fleming & Finnegan, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2011a, 2011b; Fleming, Loxley, Kenny &
Finnegan, 2010). As a researcher at the centre I read through a good deal of the Irish material
and a portion of the vast international literature on class and education. At the outset I was
searching for material which was empirically informed and which tested its own theoretical
assumptions in a rigorous fashion and although a rich body of work does exist which meets
these criteria I found that this type of material was less common than might be hoped (see
Chapter Four). In fact, a large swathe of class theory puzzled me because either the empirical
basis for the various claims being advanced was not made entirely clear or worse appeared
desiccated and entirely removed from everyday experience. This I found was even true of
certain critical theorists of education who despite having a strong commitment to social
justice discussed inequality in a way that left the lived experience of class dimly visible (e.g.
Giroux, 1992, 2000; for a critique of this aspect of Giroux’s work see Finnegan, 2007; Lynch,
1989).

I began to think of how best to tackle what I think is an important but neglected subject in
Irish educational scholarship and my final decision to pursue the present study occurred
during preliminary discussions in the Centre about a new research project examining
retention in HE (undertaken by the RANLHE research network-see Field, Finnegan, Fleming,
Holliday, Morgan-Klein & West, 2010; Finnegan, Fleming, Johnston, Merrill, & West, 2009;
Fleming & Finnegan, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c¢). It became clear that we, the researchers at the
Centre, would be gathering a considerable amount of interview data which I believed would
afford me an invaluable opportunity to address the questions I had about class and higher in a

substantive and nuanced manner.

The institutional and policy context

The Irish tertiary education system has been completely transformed over the past three
decades a process which accelerated during the rapid economic and social change of the
Celtic Tiger. In line with international trends a once ‘elite’ system of third level education has

evolved into an increasingly diversified network of institutions of ‘mass’ education and the



overall admission rate of people of school leaving age has risen from twenty per cent in 1980
to fifty five per cent in 2004 (Clancy & Wall 2000; O’Connell, Clancy & McCoy, 2006).
Since the mid-nineties Irish policy makers have put an increased emphasis on the importance
of widening participation in third level education. It has been repeatedly argued that
improving access to education will have a positive effect on society and that this would help
overcome, or at least diminish, the level of class inequality in Ireland (DES, 1995a, 1995b;
HEA, 2008a; NOEAHE, 2010; Osborne & Leith, 2000; Skilbeck & O’Connell, 2000). It is
also contended that bringing a greater range of students into tertiary education will guarantee
the future vitality of tertiary institutions and ensure economic competitiveness and flexibility

in the era of the ‘knowledge economy’.

However, despite a massive increase in student numbers since the 1980s class continues to
have an enormous and I would say a defining, influence on who enters third level education
in Ireland. This has been documented in a number of major quantitative studies on the
varying participation rates of different socio-economic groups in Higher Education (Clancy,
1982, 1988, 1995, 2001; Clancy & Wall, 2000; O’Connell, Clancy & McCoy, 2006). In the
most recent of these large scale studies it was noted that although there had been
improvements in access for working class people there continues to be an enormous disparity
in the third level participation rates of different social classes (O’Connell, Clancy & McCoy,
2006). The figures in more recent, but less detailed, policy reviews confirm that this remains

the case (HEA, 2010a, NOEAHE, 2010).

So I am certain that that important changes have occurred in our educational system (after all
the idea of working class participation in HE was not even countenanced a generation ago in
Ireland) but [ am equally convinced that the effects of this complex, multi-layered and uneven
process are not yet fully understood. What we do know is that working class students are now
attending colleges in significant numbers yet remain a relatively small minority of the student
body as a whole. This might prompt us to ask ‘has Irish HE developed pedagogies, curricula
and resources commensurate with the needs, values and experiences of these students?” Well,
I think it is still very much open to question whether this has entailed any sort of profound
rethinking of the culture and practices of higher education but currently there is simply not
enough research on the topic to even begin to answer this properly. We might also be curious

to learn what going to college means to working class students and what to understand the



effect this experience has on them and their families? However, to date such questions also
remain largely unasked and unanswered in the existing literature. For the most part the work
dealing with widening participation and non-traditional students is either framed through
quantitative assessments or policy statements. However useful such work may be it is
obviously incomplete in the sense that it does not offer any insight into how the students
themselves view or value third level education. With the field structured in this way, measured
largely in statistical ‘inputs and outputs’ buttressed by aspirational policy rhetoric there is an
obvious risk that access policies are being developed in a way that is disconnected from
students’ lived experience. I also think this inhibits us from examining aspects of power and
inequality that can only be explored through intensive qualitative inquiry. The research has
been designed and conducted with these questions and lacunae firmly in mind and therefore
focuses closely on students’ learning stories and explores in some depth what this indicates

about equality and social change in modern Ireland.

The need for sceptical and empirically grounded research on class

Any Irish social scientist interested in doing research on class and education will soon
encounter an interesting paradox. Academic literature which looks at the influence social
class exerts on people's quotidian experience, notions of identity and trajectories in society
and education are well-established, and arguably in some quarters perhaps even over-
rehearsed, topics in international social science but they still remain relatively neglected
subjects in Ireland. When one examines the literature on class as a whole, as I have done for
this research, the disparity between the international and the national field is even more

striking and class remains an under-researched topic in Ireland (see Chapter Five).

In this sense empirical research on class and education in the national context is required and
readily justifiable but nonetheless a study such as this cannot ignore recent developments in
class analysis beyond Ireland and the specific methodological and theoretical approach taken
here has been directly informed by political and sociological debates about class in the
international literature. This argument will be fully explored in Chapter Three but I want to
sketch out the lineaments of this argument very briefly now. I believe that the legacy of
authoritarian socialism, the reality of neoliberal capitalism, the reconfiguration of the welfare
state and the massive technological and cultural changes which have occurred over the past

forty years, especially in the nature and organisation of work, has radically altered class



politics, class composition and the meaning of education for working class people in the
global north. When we also take into the account of the growth of ‘new’ social movements-
most notably feminism- many of the confident claims made about class and identity in the
past have to be now treated with a good deal of scepticism. While reports of ‘the death of
class’ are very much exaggerated contemporary research on class cannot presume its
conceptual models to be beyond scrutiny (Savage, 2000). However, despite these momentous
changes a preliminary review of the literature confirmed my initial impression that there is a
strong tendency in much class analysis to work insulated within the boundaries of a particular

tradition and treat the basic theoretical premises of one’s paradigm as uncontroversial.

But in the current context I think we need to be willing “to cut a passage through the thicket
of new and yet unexplored life realities” (Bauman & Tester, 2001, p. 13). So I began the
research willing to completely rethink the validity of the project of class analysis and
although, on the basis of previous research and life experience, I thought this was unlikely I
did nonetheless think it was possible. Four years later I am fully convinced that class does
matter, and matters more than I thought, and that it remains a key axis of social division and
is fundamental to understanding education. However, on the same basis I am much less
certain that the dominant models in Irish social science-the categorical, the Marxist and the
Weberian- are capable of grasping some of key aspects of contemporary working class
experience (see Chapters Three and Four for further detail of this critique). The continuing
salience of class, albeit within a new socio-political conjuncture, alongside the highly
overdetermined nature of a large portion of established scholarship on class requires that

research on class, education and identity is both sharply sceptical and empirically grounded.

Scepticism and a concomitant desire to ground the study firmly in empirical data has
profoundly shaped the conduct and design of the research. In the gathering and the initial
analysis of the data I made very few assumptions about how class, identity and education
might be related to each other. How this was done will be fully explored in the next chapter
but suffice to say at this point that one of the most important aspects of the study is that I
have used biographical methods for gathering the data and this was done longitudinally. In
other words the thesis is built upon very open, rich and layered accounts of life and learning
to make its findings. Apart from maximising the possibility of unforeseen discoveries this
method also allowed me to explore in a sustained way the relationship between biographical

and educational experience and I think the biographical approach is particularly well adapted



to investigating the processual and phenomenological nature of both learning and identity

formation.

So throughout the research I was at pains to avoid a mode of thinking, researching and
writing which does not deign to explore social experience and which all too often results in a
form theoretical closure in which theory simply ratifies itself. However, as the research was
conducted from a critical and realist perspective (see Chapter Two for a full exploration of
how this is conceptualised) I think an approach which grounds itself in the data and is careful
to avoid making large and unsubstantiated claims for a ‘grand theory’ is not sufficient (Mills,
1959). It is just as important to bear in mind that narrow empiricism is just as limiting". A
blinkered empiricism which avoids the task of understanding structures and social logic by
presenting individual experience as the totality of what can, and needs, to be said about class

and education is just as limiting.

What is left? Situating the research within the critical ‘tradition’

As such I think the work of conceptualisation and secondary research is absolutely
fundamental to good research and I have tried to match my careful attention to the interviews
with an equally serious attempt to make sense of the theoretical field in which the research is

situated.

I have drawn from a wide range of theoretical sources in trying to tease out the central
questions tackled in the thesis but like any piece of critical research on class and power one
of the main issues I have grappled with is how to makes best use of the intellectual legacy of
Marxism. Within the thesis many of the ideas of Marx and other Marxists will be deployed
but I have no interest whatsoever in trying ratify the categories of Marxism as the categories
of thought of the emancipatory tradition and I will argue in Chapter Three that there are a
host of reasons to remember the cultural critic Stuart Hall’s (1981, pp. 35-36) admonitory

advice

The task of critical theory is to produce as accurate a knowledge of complex social
processes as the complexity of their functioning requires. It is not its task to console the

1 Mills uses the phrase ‘abstracted empiricism’ but I want to approach the limits of empiricism in a slightly
different way than he does. I will expand on the relationship between empirical work and theory in Chapter
Two.



left by producing simple but satisfying myths, distinguished only by their super-left

wing credentials.
This is particularly true of work that deals with class and identity and which so often follows
well-worn grooves and wearyingly familiar lines of argument. As I have already suggested
“the idea of establishing the authentic first principle of scientific explanation prior to going
out and doing research is a gross misconception of the nature of inquiry (Pawson, 1989, p.
10). As such the thesis has a tense but, it is hoped, productive relationship with a number of
ideas drawn from Marx and Marxism (especially the work of Marx himself as well as Henri
Lefebvre, Paulo Freire, E.P. Thompson. Raymond Williams, David Harvey and to a lesser

extent Gramsci).

My considerable debt to Marxism along with a healthy scepticism about its political legacy
and its status as a complete theory is expressed in the title of the thesis- Welcome to the
knowledge factory? The question mark is primarily there because on the most basic level I
think we do not know enough about Irish working class students’ experience within
universities. It is also been chosen there because I think the factory is a much mythologised
space of exploitation and resistance linked to a rather clichéd notion of who and what
constitutes the working class. I want to argue that these clichés are now, and perhaps always
were, an obstacle to a realistic form of class analysis (see Chapter Three). There is a third
reason for choosing the title; the critical theorist Stanley Aronowitz (2000), building on the
work of Italian autonomists in 1970s (Wright, 2002), has asserted that the modern university
has become a sort of ‘knowledge factory’ which has become increasingly subordinate to the
logic of capital and is central to social reproduction. While I appreciate Aronowitz's (2000)
effort to unshackle class theory from nostalgic notions about the industrial proletariat I am,
on the basis of the research, a little more circumspect than Aronowitz and other theorists of
social reproduction about what is occurring in universities in the era of 'mass' education. I
have little doubt that the university is subject to the logic of capital and I think there is good
reason to believe that this has intensified in recent years and that in the medium term this may
well transform the very meaning of education (Ball, 2007). Yet despite this I think something
more complex is happening to both students and to a much lesser extent the institutions of
higher education than this type of formulation allows for. I think it plays a fundamental role
in social reproduction but it is also a space in which normative claims, shaped but not fully
determined by the neoliberal conjuncture, are being advanced by working class students and I

think that these claims are both biographically and socially significant.



So my contention is that if we want to really grasp what is occurring in contemporary
education and society I think we need to be attuned to the complexity of student experience
and aware of the logic of reproduction. On a theoretical level I take this that we have to both
use Marx's ideas and understand the limits of Marxism. As a result in the thesis I have used a
problematising, demythologising mode of thinking that moves between various foci and
theoretical perspectives that destabilises fixed orthodoxies in order to reconstruct my own
understanding of the question and the field. The manner in which I have engaged in this
inquiry has been strongly influenced by the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1984, 1990, 2000) and
a number of other theorists- who one way or another can be described as Bourdieusians-most
notably Diane Reay (1998a) and Beverley Skeggs (1997). But Bourdieu's work will also be
critically scrutinised and I think a good deal of the theoretical value of the thesis lies in the
fact that Bourdieu’s work is interrogated in a substantive manner through the empirical data

and other forms of critical theory and sociology (see Chapter Three).

By working through the interviews and extensive desk research I have developed my own
conceptual framework for analysing class inequality along three axes of power —ownership,
authority and access to legitimate cultural capital. As such the position elaborated through the
thesis is neither ‘properly’ Marxist nor ‘strictly’ Bourdieusian; it is more accurately described
as a critical and egalitarian piece of work which is particularly concerned with developing a
normatively orientated theory of social action and practice. This stress on the normative
aspects of human activity is influenced by the work of Axel Honneth (1995a, 1995b, 2007,
2009) and Andrew Sayer (1992, 2000, 2005, 2011). In fact one of the main arguments of the
research is that critical and egalitarian theories of class and education need to develop a
conceptual framework which is far more alert to how dignity, respect and the moral
dimensions of everyday life inform social practices and help define the biographical

significance of class.

The contribution of the thesis

Remarkably this project is the most extensive piece of qualitative research on class and Irish
Higher Education that has been done in sixteen years. As we shall see there is far less
qualitative research on the topic than might be imagined and even though there are some
signs that this is changing (Finnegan, 2009, 2010a, 2010b, 2011b; Fleming, Loxley, Kenny &
Finnegan, 2010; McCoy & Byrne, 2011b) a great deal of work remains to be done in this
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field. Given the rapidity of change in Irish society and the expansion of HE over the past two
decades and the importance of the issue of social inequality the need for and the empirical
significance of this study are, I think, very clear. Like Lynch and O’Riordan’s landmark
research (1996) the study is concerned with working class students’ experience in HE and in
fact confirms the continuing validity of many of their findings. However, it should also be
noted that this research takes a slightly different approach than these authors- who were
primarily concerned with the barriers to working class participation in HE -and exams
longitudinally what happens to students while they are at college on a number of different
levels. In particular it explores the construction of learning identities, student resilience and
reflexivity and the educational importance of respect and recognition in a novel manner. It
also offers some sense of the multiplicity and complexity of working class students
experience in HE in a way that has not been done before in Irish educational scholarship. As
such I think the study contributes to debates about Irish HE, access and social equality and
learning theory. Furthermore, the research design-which is based in three different HEIs-
offers insight into the differentiation of the HE sector which has become a vital factor in

assessing the progress of the ‘access agenda’ (see Chapters Four and Seven).

The thesis is one of a tiny handful of works that examines in detail working class attitudes to
education and explores how class identity is negotiated and made through learning processes
in educational institutions. Beyond education and the access and widening participation
debate the thesis is also a contribution to the small body of work in Ireland that explores
working class experience and culture using qualitative data. The thesis also includes an
interdisciplinary review of extant research on class and class formation in Ireland and to my
knowledge this is the most complete review of this sort that has ever been conducted in
Ireland. This may sound surprising but this is because most prior work of any depth has
worked mainly within the fairly well defined boundaries of a given discipline (mainly
sociology, history and political theory-the exceptions in literary studies and geography are
noteworthy see for example (Breathnach, 2006; Pierse, 2010)2. As this is a minor part of this
thesis (Chapter Five) I do not want to make extravagant claims for it as a piece of work but I

do think it lays a solid basis for a more detailed interdisciplinary inquiry into class in Ireland

2 There are some very useful overviews of labour history as well. The novelty lies in the fact that there has not
been a review which draws these various elements together in order to assess how class has been constructed
through symbolic struggles over class formation. This is linked to an argument about class and classification and
economics and culture which will be elaborated in Chapter Three and then developed through the thesis.
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in the future which I would argue is absolutely fundamental for the development of the field

of what might be usefully termed ‘working class studies’ (Russo & Linkon, 2005).

Much of the value of the study lies, I believe, in the way the empirical and theoretical aspects
of the project are synthesised. It explores two significant intertwined fields of scholarship
through the data and using a grounded approach the thesis outlines a conceptual framework
for analysing class inequality and educational experience. I cannot claim that it is wholly
new. As a matter of fact I think it is probably impossible to say something entirely novel
about class but the value of my particular framework is the specific way it is has been
elaborated through a recursive process based on extensive empirical research and a wide
body of secondary research. The fruit of this is a distinct theoretical framework which
connects a historical analysis of social structures to lived experience. It is informed by my
discussions with the research participants and through a confrontation and synthesis of the
work of the Bourdieu, humanist Marxism and critical theory. In theoretical terms research
using Marx or Bourdieu’s ideas is hardly uncommon in either social theory or educational
research. Nonetheless, the retheorisation of Bourdieu through the heterodox Marxism of
Henri Lefebvre in a theory of social space is new. The model of class inequality, experience
and identity developed here is, of course, context specific but has been conceptualised in a
manner which means I am quite confident that I will be able to employ, develop and amend it

in future research projects.

The strong focus on learning and education within a theory of class, social space and identity
formation adds another layer of value to the study. Specifically the thesis reformulates the
idea of habitus within a differentiated theory of learning and reflexivity and thus makes a
contribution to the ‘reproduction and resistance’ debate by drawing on Bourdieu, critical
theory and the groundbreaking writings of the Finnish thinker Yrjo Engestorm (see Chapter
Four for details). Furthermore, as we shall see the participants’ accounts indicate that it is
impossible to understand contemporary learning experiences without reference to desire,
recognition needs and the human capacity for agentic forms of critical reflection. These key
empirical themes are explored in relation work of Axel Honneth and Andrew Sayer and the
thesis makes a sustained methodological and theoretical argument for a normatively
orientated form of social scientific research. I think this approach, which combines a
historical critique of political economy, reflexive empirical sociology, learning theory and a

concern with the moral and normative aspects of social practices, is novel and generative.
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Just as importantly I believe it offers a realistic and non-reductive theoretical framework for
understanding the making of working class biographies through education in a highly
individualistic neoliberal era. It does so in a way that consciously and systematically
foregrounds the participants’ voices and for all these reasons I think the thesis offers a solid

basis on which to rethink some aspects of the sociology of class and education.

There are also a number of minor methodological innovations which have been devised
through developing a critical and grounded research methodology which are described in the

Chapter Three and I believe these research techniques can be used and honed in the future.

The thesis structure

The aim of the thesis is to outline a coherent theory of class and education which is
empirically grounded and conceptually developed. The study consists of eight chapters but
does not follow the most common format of social science theses. This is because the most
typical arrangement of material in theses (e.g. literature review followed by a chapter
methodology and then findings) is based on empiricist distinctions and assumptions which
are not commensurable with a critical approach to research that I want to develop here. The
next chapter, which discusses this in detail, will outline why I believe a different
methodology is called for and will give an overview of how the work was conducted and the

methods I used.

One of the main arguments I will make in the next chapter is that critical research demands
detailed conceptual work and broad contextualisation. Consequently the literature review-
part one of the thesis- is divided into three chapters each of which tackles a key topic.
Chapter Three examines theories of class and class identity and will elaborate a conceptual
framework for exploring these issues. The following chapter builds on this and explores the
relationship between class and education. The first half of the chapter analyses the nature of
learning and the classed nature of the education system and the second half examines the
modern expansion of Higher Education and the key theories underpinning my own approach
to education and class. Chapter Five then turn to the topics within an Irish context. This
chapter further contextualises the rationale for the research and explores why working class

experience has been so often overlooked in Irish society. The second half of this chapter
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describes recent social change and the role education plays, and is supposed to play, in Irish

society.

These three chapters develop a theoretical framework which is organically linked and
contextualises the second part of the thesis which details the empirical findings and their
interpretation. Chapter Six looks at how the interviewees discussed or chose not to discuss,
class and identity and explores why work, community and notions of worth emerged as such
important recurrent themes in the biographical accounts of working class experience. The
concern with worth-and especially dignity and respect-is also a major theme of the following
chapter. Chapter Seven examines how the interviewees view and value HE. The key
contention here will be that HE is highly valued because it is envisaged as a space of
recognition and potential transformation. This chapter will also explore the students' learning
as a biographical and longitudinal process and conclude with an interpretation of the
theoretical implications of the data. This will bring the findings on recognition, reflexivity
and class together primarily through a critical appraisal and retheorisation of the ideas of

Bourdieu. The final chapter will summarise and discuss the main findings of the thesis.
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Chapter 2
Methodology: Defining a critical research perspective and designing a reflexive process

of inquiry

Every particular study is a multi-faceted mirror reflecting the exchanges, readings and
confrontations that form the conditions of its possibility
(Michel De Certeau)

The first fruit of this [sociological] imagination [..] is the idea that the individual can
understand his (sic) own experience and gauge his own fate only by locating himself
within his own period, that he can know his own chances in life only by becoming
aware of all those individuals in his circumstances

(C Wright Mills)

Introduction

The present chapter will give a more detailed account of how critical research is imagined
and explain how the research was conducted. I will outline the major theoretical assumptions
that underpin the study in section I and then in Section II I will give an overview of research
design and explore the reasons for choosing in-depth biographical interviews as the primary
research method in further depth. The final part of the chapter is a description of the research
process which will focus on various aspects of the project including sampling, the choice of
case study institutions and research ethics. I will also delineate how a critical and grounded

approach was used for gathering, analysing and interpreting data.

Section I

A critical research perspective: Ontological assumptions and core principles

The research was designed and conducted from a critical and egalitarian perspective. Being
critical involves a commitment to a clear and systematic explication of ideas and developing
a coherent analysis. It also demands honesty, rigour and sensitivity to ambiguities and
contradictions within data and this in turn requires a willingness on the part of a researcher to
rethink their own assumptions and ideas through the process of inquiry. While all these things

are indispensable I mean far more than this when I use the term critical.

The definition of critical research that I will now outline is a synthesis that draws on a variety

of sources and is most deeply indebted to certain strands of Marxism®, Critical Theory”* and

3 Marx’s ‘ruthless criticism of all that exists’ connected sophisticated analysis of the structures of exploitation
and domination helped define critical theory and will be discussed at length in Chapter Two. Marx’s Theses on
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Critical Realism. Within these overlapping intellectual traditions there is a consensus that
critical research has to begin with a clear account of what it means to produce knowledge in a
given socio-historical context and this necessarily includes developing an analysis of how
social power functions. This entails more than a sociological interest in the sources and use of
power and includes a strong normative commitment to social justice; according to Erik Olin
Wright critical scholarship necessarily involves “identifying the ways in which existing social
institutions and social structures impose harms on people” (2010, p. 11). The significance of
Wright’s argument is twofold -first, we cannot be neutral in the face of unnecessary social
suffering and second, that understanding the causes of social suffering has to be one of the

major objectives of critical social science.

In this definition being critical involves a commitment to examining social practices and
asking whether they contribute or limit freedom and equality’. In this regard theorists of
equality have usefully distinguished between liberal ideas of equality, defined primarily as
equality of access and opportunity, with a more radical notion of egalitarianism which seeks a
greater degree of equality of condition in regard to “respect and recognition, resources, love
care and solidarity, power and working and learning” (Baker, Lynch, Cantillon & Walsh,
2009, p. 46). While the thesis will develop its own analysis of how these various aspects of
equality are related to each other this notion of equality of condition offers a useful departure
point for defining what equality means within the present research. Underpinning this
approach to equality is the desire to seek ways of ensuring “well-being for all” (Kropotkin,

2007, p. 63) and this necessarily requires that we attempt to identify immanent possibilities

Feurbach (1964) is still one of the most pithy and conceptually rich statements on emancipatory theory and the
nature of critical thought that I have come across and although it is not quoted often in the thesis it has been
crucial to how I approach critical theory. As I noted in the first chapter one of the secondary concerns of this
study is to engage with both the limitations and strengths of the Marxist tradition. This requires identifying and
retaining what is useful and convincing in this body of work while avoiding the disastrous forms of political
organisation and often bizarrely exegetical approach and fetish of category that mars so much Marxist analysis.

4 Critical Theory is usually identified with the work of the Institute of Social Research -see Jay (1996) and Held
(1990) for useful overviews; for key work by critical theorists see (Adorno, 1973; Adorno & Horkheimer,1979;
Benjamin, 1992; Habermas, 1984; 1992; Honneth, 1995a; Horhkeimer, 1982; Marcuse, 1964). However,
Critical Theory here and the related field of critical pedagogy (e.g. Apple, 1982; Aronowitz, 2000; ; hooks,
1994; Giroux, 1983; Livingstone, 1983; McLaren, 1998; Shor, 1987) are viewed here as important nodes in a
much broader tradition of critical thinking about equality and change and I would argue there are important
sources of critical theory both inside and outside the academy which are not connected to the Institute at all and
have influence the definition outlined in this chapter.

5 1 am convinced by the argument, put forward by Etienne Balibar (2002) that these are in fact completely

interdependent ideas rather than just complimentary ideas (what he calls 'egaliberte’). A similar idea is proposed
by Kropotkin (2007) and Freire (1998).
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for expanding human freedom (Freire, 1972). Freedom here is provisionally defined in terms
of meaningful opportunities for agents to develop their full human capabilities (Sen, 1999;
2009). The empirical data gathered for the present research project and a wide range of
literature strongly indicates that the full development of human capabilities depends on the
strengthening of personal and collective autonomy and increasing the level of self-
determination across society as well as deepening a sense of solidarity and care for others

(Balibar, 2002; Kropotkin, 2007; Ranciere, 1989; Sen, 1999; 2009).

This emphasis on overcoming inequalities and domination and fully developing human
capabilities is meaningless unless social relations are subject to conscious change. In fact one
of the defining characteristics of critical thought, as understood here, is that is grasps the
profound historicity of human activity. A sense of historical contingency and the related
conviction that social structures and institutions are mutable, historically conditioned and
subject to intervention is an inalienable element of my approach to the research. Thus critical
research has to find a way of describing society as structured, relational and historically
conditioned but also as a space of possibility. That is to say we have to bear in mind that
varying conceptions of possible futures, what Bloch (1985) has evocatively termed the ‘not
yet’, play a part in defining our sense of human possibility and encouraging human creativity.
This sense of possibility is not only future orientated it also relies on how we use historical
traces and events and patterns in the history of the struggle for equality and freedom to
reimagine the here and now. A notion of the 'not yet' linked to traces of what has been
inspiring and emboldening in history is a minor but nevertheless important part of how I have
chosen to structure and present the thesis. It will also be argued that this also requires
attending to the types of practices in everyday life that already exist and are in some sense

prefigurative of greater levels of equality and freedom in society.

We can see how the various elements of the critical perspective highlighted thus far—a
concern with power linked to an emancipatory critique of society bolstered by a strong notion
of human possibility are brought together in Horkheimer’s (1982, p. 245) famous exploration

of the difference between traditional ideas of scholarship and his conception of critical theory

The elaboration of theories in the traditional sense is regarded in our society as an
activity set off from other scientific and non-scientific activities, needing to know
nothing of the historical goals and tendencies of which such activity is a part. But the
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critical theory in its concept formation and in all phases of its development very
consciously makes its own that concern for the rational organization of human activity
which it is its task to illumine and legitimate. For this theory is not concerned only
with goals already imposed by existent ways of life, but with men and all their
potentialities.
For Horkheimer critical theory is far more than an academic ‘method’ and requires a mode of
theorising, capable of mapping “the normative, historical and relational dimensions of social
inquiry and knowledge” (Giroux, 1983, p. 35). It is intimately connected to an egalitarian
political vision and a theory of history that posits that social phenomena are the product of
dynamic, complex sets of relations rather that static and isolated events. This critical mode of
research sets itself against what Dewey (1938) has termed the limits of either/or thinking and
seeks to overcome the familiar and limiting binaries of subject/object and fact/norm which
structure much research and which critical scholars maintain are not tenable distinctions
(Sayer, 2011). Critical inquiry is concerned with the relational nature of social practice and
thought and seeks to illustrate the connection between the subjective and the objective, the
past and the present and the economic and the cultural bases of power in describing social
phenomena as processes. Related but nonetheless distinct from these arguments is the fact
that from a critical perspective disciplinary boundaries between, to pick three subjects which
are directly relevant to my study- history, sociology and psychology- are less important than
exploring different bodies of knowledge in a processual and situated manner which avoids
reification and is capable of illuminating the nature of social power and is attentive to
immanent needs and possibilities (Calhoun, 1995). This dialectical and interdisciplinary
approach to research obviously has enormous implications for research design especially in
terms of how we envisage data, conceive of evidence, understand validity and describe the

role of theory.

However, before turning to these issues an important qualification needs to be made. The
critical research perspective outlined thus far might seem to freight any small-scale research,
such as this study, with undue weight. But I obviously do not wish to tie the thesis to
grandiose and impossible ambitions. Rather what is being discussed is the potential of critical
thought and what this perspective calls for, or can achieve, in a specific context cannot be
settled in advance. Moreover, I believe explicitly naming the deeply held assumptions that
underpin research is both the most concise and effective way of opening up my research to

the scrutiny of others. From my perspective too often basic ontological assumptions about
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human capacity are smuggled in to scholarship through declarations of neutrality and I
believe the acknowledgement of partiality and a description of one’s normative horizons and
commitments offers the soundest basis for clarity and critique both for me as a researcher and

for potential readers (Bourdieu, 1990; Skeggs, 1997).

One other thing should be said about the emancipatory intent behind the thesis and the
expectations I am bringing to this work. I think it is helpful to distinguish between two
approaches to critical scholarship; there are those authors who are primarily concerned with a
thoroughgoing critique of existing norms, patterns and behaviour (Adorno, 1978; Foucault,
1977) and those who link egalitarian critique to more concrete projects and initiatives for
social change. As the first chapter suggests I have far more sympathy with the latter approach
and | believe there should be some immediate and clear relevance to critical research-
however modest that might be (Baker, Lynch, Cantillon & Walsh, 2009; Sayer, 2011). I see
this as part of a more general effort to begin to ‘envisage real utopias’ (Wright, 2010) and find
practical ways of developing more just, egalitarian and generative social relations. This strand
of research is further distinguished from some of the more ‘grand’ iterations of critical theory
in that it puts greater store in empirical research and has a much stronger faith in the
possibility of progressive change and clear communication based on empirical inquiry®. This
has directly affected the research design; I think one of most important tasks of critical
research is to use research to explore unmet needs (Bhaskar, 1989) and discover the
normative demands for justice that are immanent in people’s accounts of their lives and in

their experience of structures and social relations (Honneth, 2007).

From a critical perspective to a critical social science methodology

Critical research is defined here as historically aware, reflexive, situated, interdisciplinary and
explicitly normative form of inquiry which is concerned with identifying the sources of
suffering and discovering the emancipatory potential within any given context. This does not
necessarily have to involve large scale changes and includes more modest attempts to
understand and act in local contexts. Developing a workable research methodology based on
this perspective came through a sustained engagement with Critical Realist philosophy. While
critical realism does not offer a complete and definitive account of critical social science the

conceptual distinctions made in the work of Bhaskar (2008, 1979) Sayer (1992, 2000) and

6 See for example Adorno’s Minima Moralia Fragment (50) to get some idea how sharply my position diverges
from other versions of critical theory.
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Archer (1995, 1996, 2007) are, 1 believe, invaluable and have been crucial to the

development of the research methodology.

Critical realism emerged in the 1970s primarily through a number of academic interventions
in the debates about the nature of scientific inquiry which resulted in carefully constructed
arguments against empiricism and positivism in philosophy and psychology (Bhaskar, 2008”;
Madden & Harre 1975). This intellectual project has developed in multiple directions since
then and now includes a very rich body of work in the social sciences, (Archer, 1995, 2007,

Bhaskar, 1979; Elder-Vass, 2010: Pawson, 1989; Sayer, 1992, 2000 etc.).

Roy Bhaskar’s Realist Theory of Science is one of the foundational works within this corpus
and is a useful place to begin to map out some of the ideas I have used to elaborate a critical
research methodology. In this book Bhaskar identifies himself as a realist in the widely
employed philosophical sense of the term-in that he argues the world exists independently of
our knowledge of it. Thus he distinguishes between the transitive and intransitive objects of
knowledge (Bhaskar, 2008); the intransitive dimension include things, phenomena, processes
and structures in the natural and social world (many of which it should be noted are not in the
first instance produced by, or dependent on, human activity or knowledge for example the
process of photosynthesis). Transitive objects are our descriptions of these things through
theories, models and paradigms which change through time (so one could point to Aristotle’s
observations and metaphysical speculations on botany as one possible set of explanations and
modern science’s identification of the Calvin cycle in photosynthesis as part of a competing
and alternative account of things in the world). Bhaskar is a critical realist in two major
respects. First, like the critical theorists discussed above he is concerned with eliminating
unnecessary suffering and thus thinks it is vital to identify the causes of suffering. Second, he
argues that the world is complex and stratified and our empirical experience of the world
relies on deep structures and powers which are not immediately discernible® According to

Bhaskar, both the natural world (2008) and the social world (1979) has depth and cannot be

7 Initially Bhaskar (20080 termed this ‘transcendental realism’ .

8 He describes three domains of empirical, the actual and real. The experiential is the domain of everyday
experience. This occurs within the actual and depends on structures, mechanisms and powers which are not
readily discernible at an empirical level. The actual occurs within the real-that is whatever exists- and includes
the idea of includes the idea of both activated and potential powers. Although dependent and interrelated these
levels should not be conflated. Reality is therefore structured yet remains inexhaustibly complex due to the
interaction of various powers (see below).
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understood through visible regularities and therefore events and objects are not explicable
solely in terms of their external characteristics or correlations between these characteristics.
Bhaskar (2008) distinguishes his position from the empiricism of Hume, from Kantian
idealism and from Skinner’s behaviourism. Objects and entities in the world exhibit specific
structure with their own causal powers some of which are activated and some which remain
as unactivated possibilities within whatever exists (Bhaskar, 1979, 2008; see also Collier,
1994; Sayer, 1992, 2000). To arrive at this conclusion Bhaskar uses a method® which
proceeds by asking ‘what are necessary conditions for the existence of an object or practice?’
He argues it is only by pursuing this form of reasoning we can appreciate the ontological
depth of the world and develop critical forms of knowledge. I believe these are compelling

and useful propositions with clear implications for a social science methodology.

Despite Bhaskar’s conceptual clarity and theoretical rigour, there is little to distinguish this
emphasis on a real external world and on the depth and structure of this world from Critical
Theory and many versions of Marxism (e.g. Harvey, 2010a; Lefebvre, 1991a; Marx, 1990).
There are certainly considerable overlaps between Marxism and critical realism (Bhaskar,
1989; Callinicos, 2006; Collier, 1988, 1994; Sayer, 1992)10 but the specific value of this
approach, and this is a point which is not usually as forcefully marked out in the other critical
traditions discussed above, is the centrality it gives to the principle of emergence. Emergence
depends on the way various powers interact to create new powers and these results in
unpredictable events (Sayer, 2000; see also Archer, 1995; Elder-Vass, 2010). This is
particularly true of the social world in which entities and mechanisms interact in complex
open systems in which human reflexivity employing artefacts, codes and new ideas can
radically reorganize social practices (Archer, 2007). This stress on emergence need to be
linked to the importance given by critical realists to a person’s own self-understanding and
self-monitoring; these powers are crucial to agency and grasping emergence in the social
world (Harre & Secord, 1972). I believe this formulation goes some way to capturing the
structured yet dynamic and unpredictable nature of social activity. It therefore follows that
neither atomistic individualism nor schematic structuralist analyses are capable of giving an

adequate accounts of the social world.

9 This is a critical reworking of Kant’s transcendental idealism.

10 For alternative approach see Archer (1995, 2007) whose approach to critical realism is clearly distinguishable
from Marxism.
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The implications of such a position-the stratified, structured and emergent nature of the social
world- are wide-ranging for the practice of critical social science. When this concept is
combined with the fundamental distinction made between the transitive and intransitive
objects of knowledge it suggests that while knowledge is necessarily fallible its value is not
completely relative. It can be judged according to the criteria of ‘practical adequacy’ that is to
say “knowledge must generate expectations about the world and the results of our actions
which are actually realized. It must also [..] be intersubjectively intelligible and acceptable in
the case of linguistically expressed knowledge” (Sayer, 1992 p 69)*". How practical adequacy
might be defined will vary according to context but what this suggests is that social science
needs to aim for research which has explanatory power and I want to argue that this relies on
reconstructively linking empirical phenomena to the generative mechanisms behind events in
a contextually relevant and plausible way. Importantly, this theoretical work, the grasping of
depth, structure and emergence, is also where the emancipatory potential of a piece of

research becomes apparent. Bhaskar (1979, p. 32) is worth quoting at length on this point

The essential movement of scientific theory will be seen to consist in the movement
from the manifest phenomenon social life, as conceptualised in the experience of
social agents concerned to the essential relations that necessitate them. Of such
relations the agents may or may not be aware. Now it is through the capacity of
social science to illuminate such relations that is can come to be ‘emancipatory’.
But the emancipatory potential of social science is contingent upon, and entirely the
consequence of, its contextual explanatory power
The methodological implications of this approach for research become even clearer if one
contrasts this position with other common ways of defining knowledge and theory in social
science. Positivists and behaviourists maintain there should be no distinction between the
approach and methodologies of natural and social science (Ayer, 1952; Skinner, 1972). The
aim of science they believe is offer predictive accounts of the world based on the discovery of
law like regularities. In contrast a critical realist holds that the open, emergent nature of the
social world means the role of social science is clarification rather than prediction.
Furthermore, one cannot expect “descriptions to remain stable or unproblematic over time”

(Sayer, 2000, p. 13) or can we ignore how ideas serve a function within a given power

structure and thus historicity and an analysis of power remain the keystones of a critical

11 Interestingly despite the similarity of these arguments to American pragmatism this is not discussed as a
source for these ideas by Sayer (1992).
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methodology. Similarly, a naive or narrow empiricism is of limited use because this approach
relies on generalising from visible regularities and inevitably skates over the stratification of
reality and the complex temporalities of cause and effect (Bhaskar, 2008)12. A critical
approach also stands in opposition to research which embraces the extreme relativism of
much modern social theory especially what Sayer (2000) has called ‘defeatist
postmodernism’ as this also flattens out reality and fail to recognise the crucial distinction

between the transitive and intransitive dimensions of knowledge.

The conceptual distinctions developed through this chapter offer what I believe is the most
robust basis for a critical research methodology. As these ideas are absolutely fundamental to
the design of the research and the presentation of thesis findings, I will, at the risk of
sounding a little pedantic, now summarise the major points made so far. First, critical
knowledge is situated and the major task of critical social science is contextual explanation
which has depth and complexity. The adequacy and power of a given explanation relies on
the ability to theorise the connection between empirical experience and social structures in a
way that explore the constraints and possibilities for emancipation. Second, social science has
to acknowledge the specificity of the social world and its dynamics and it therefore cannot
accept the methods of natural science uncritically. In practical terms this also means that a lot
of ‘common sense’ ideas in social science which rely on atheoretical conceptions of truth and
data which lack depth —such as generalisability, based on statistical regularities or numerical
coverage etc., have to be treated sceptically. This does not mean that work produced in this
fashion is without value but rather a lot of store has to be put on the way such data are
integrated within a piece of research (Sayer, 1992). Third, there are specific powers in the
social world related to nature of human beings and human culture-such as interntionality,
reflexivity and the instrumental and transformative power of ideas - which have to be
accounted for in critical social science. Amongst other things I take this to mean that totally
frictionless theories of social reproduction inherently lack plausibility. This also implies that
there has to be a hermeneutic dimension in critical social science and human intentions,
beliefs and self-understanding have to be properly accounted for in any effort of critical

reconstruction.

12 E.g. events and the operation of the mechanisms behind specific events may well be asynchronous and due to
the effect of complexity and emergence are unlikely to be easily traced as patterns of conjunction.

23



In terms of the research methodology and design developed here it is important to note that
these arguments are predicated on the theory laden nature of social reality. Both everyday
practices and academic reflection are inherently theoretical and this means that “clear
accounts of concepts themselves are needed” (Harre & Secord, 1972, p. 37). Therefore a
good deal of the effort of critical social science needs to put into the proper conceptualisation
of a field of inquiry. As Sayer has noted (2000, p. 23) “it is not the mechanical application of
standard tools in which concrete knowledge of the phenomena being studied and previous
research is irrelevant; rather scholarly knowledge of the subject is crucial, coupled with
particular applications and contexts”. Particular care is required then on how we mark out,
carve up and conceptualise a research project, how we choose certain phenomena as worthy
of attention and how we decide that other potential concepts, themes and events are irrelevant
(for example in this case the relationship of university to social experience as a whole) and

how we deal with ‘keywords’ (for instance in this thesis class and learning).

The relationship between criticality and reflexivity

There is a methodological challenge which stems directly from an approach which describes
the world as structured, subject to emergence and in which knowledge of the world is
necessarily fallible and contingent. This is the challenge of ensuring research is properly
reflexive. The term reflexive is now ubiquitous in social science and is often used quite
vaguely but the French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu's definition of reflexivity is both specific
and, I think, persuasive. Furthermore, Bourdieu’s work also serves as a useful bridge between
the methodological and philosophical concerns discussed above and the more immediate

practicalities of research design.

Bourdieu’s (1990) argument that sociology should concern itself with the logic of practice is
well known. This is predicated on an external world which is not identical or reducible to our
descriptions and a conception of human activity that is practical and embodied. I take this-
what I believe are eminently realist distinctions- to mean that any scientific account of social
activity has to acknowledge and work through the demands and tensions involved in
rendering an account of the logic of practice in the language of theory. Furthermore, Bourdieu
(1984) has argued we have to be cognisant of the specific fields in which a given social
practice occurs and is studied in analysing the social world. I think this emphasis on the

heterogeneity and multiplicity of human practices-which nonetheless are structured and
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structuring- is enormously important in grasping the dialectical logic of reproduction and
emergence in empirical sociological work and, to return and develop a point made earlier,

also directly links criticality to researcher reflexivity.

According to Bourdieu (2000) critical research has to acknowledge that academic work takes
place in structured and situated field of activity with its own demands and power relations,
criteria of distinction, preferred modes of understanding and mental schema. This field is
defined by the cultivation of a contemplative approach to practice which is, in many respects
peculiar, and depends on having time and space set aside from everyday demands. The nature
of this field is that it naturalises its own conditions as the conditions for social practice in
general. Academics are therefore prone, Bourdieu (2000) argues, to taking a ‘scholastic view’
of the world and tend to confuse, pace Marx, ‘the logic of things with things of logic’. To
combat this tendency a researcher needs to analyse carefully the social field in which research
is taking place and ask how this specific field invites them to conceptualise their own practice
(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). What this means in practical terms is that one’s values and
assumptions have to be made explicit within a piece of research but also that one remains
continually aware of how the field of practice and one’s position in social space shapes the
process of research. So in this thesis this means being clear from the outset about where I
speaking from and how this affects the process of interpretation™ but it also requires attention
to how scientific concepts and everyday concepts are described in relation to each other. This,
as we shall see, has directly informed the way I decided to interpret and present the research

findings.

The research spiral: Working through a double hermeneutic

My contention is that reflexivity and criticality are, as Bourdieu claims, necessarily
interdependent and reflexivity is not just about reflection on method and themes but is also
fundamental to the process of interpretation. The paradigms and categories used to make
sense of data cannot be treated as neutral or unproblematic (Bourdieu, 2000) and as I have
already suggested this also involves a sense of history as pregnant with unrealised possibility
and of ideas, practices and social relations as historically conditioned. I think we have in this
way arrived at a refined definition of a critical research not as a set of principles and precepts

but as a situated process which reflects on itself. One of the main objectives in developing a

13 I found it particularly important to reflect upon my own educational trajectory and aspirations in my research
diary in order to disentangle my own experiences and conceptions of HE from what the interviewees had to say.
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methodology is to frame the object of inquiry in as much depth as possible and then to
problematise this initial framing through a structured and open process of inquiry. Critical
reflexivity is therefore defined as the capacity to trace links between ideas and phenomena
and to make clearer intellectual distinctions as you progress through the research. Precision
comes from a recursive loop and becoming aware of ‘uncritical given’ in our own
theorisation and through each movement through the limits of your own understanding an
analysis acquires greater nuance and sociological depth. In Marxism and early versions of
Critical Theory this would be described as a dialectical movement through concrete and
abstract moments. Less grandly it could be described as hermeneutic process in which the
researcher shuttles back and forth between concepts, evidence and context (Finnegan, 2010a,

2010b).

When the research is dependent on intensive, qualitative methods-as this thesis is- the double
hermeneutic relies on “the interpenetration of the frames of reference of the observer and the
observed, for mediation of their respective understandings” (Sayer, 1992, p. 35). To do this
the researcher has to move “between particular empirical cases and general theory” (Sayer,
2000, p. 23) and a core activity in critical research is recursively attending to the data through
theory and the theory through the data. This is why the literature review in this thesis is not
seen as ‘preliminary’ to empirical research but is integral to the thesis and is the result of the
working through this double hermeneutic in which my position, the interviewees’ accounts

and the conceptual field were reflected upon together in order to produce new knowledge.

Summary: A critical methodology

I understand critical social science as reflexive, historical situated form of knowledge
production that tries to identify both the cause of suffering and possibilities for human
flourishing. This relies on the historical contextualisation of the phenomena it seeks to
understand, including the researcher’s own practices, within an egalitarian and libertarian
perspective. Being critical demands an analysis of power and equality but this alone gives us
little sense of what the practice of critical research might involve except that it should
concern itself with broad socio-political critique alongside the more commonsensical ideas
that research should be intelligible, reliable and consistent. It is obvious though that
progressive values do not guarantee good research so while it has been suggested that

experience and values shape academic work this does not mean that declarations of intent and
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passion is the same as rigorous research and worthwhile scholarship. With this in mind I
elaborated upon how a piece might be judged to be adequate and emancipatory-it Aas to have
explanatory value and depth. This depth requires reflexivity about self, context and
theoretical categories and the creation of double hermeneutic in which the researcher
interprets phenomena through a shared horizon of meaning with research participants while
engaging is sustained theoretical conceptualisation. This research perspective should be
distinguished from empiricist or positivist approaches which think of the world as
unmediated and self-disclosing or postmodern theories it which nothing lies ‘outside the

text’.

Section II

Research design and the process of inquiry

The type of critical research perspective I have outlined is pluralist about the use of specific
methods and the task is to choose the most appropriate tools with the question and the context
in mind. For this research project an intensive, qualitative method of data collection was
chosen- in-depth biographical interviews- and this data were gathered longitudinally.
Although the process of analysis and interpretation drew on a wide variety of data sources it
was primarily grounded in the interviews using a version of the critical hermeneutic
described above. While some of the reasons for choosing this qualitative, longitudinal and
grounded approach to the research question have been touched upon already in the last
chapter or can be readily inferred from what has been written above I will now explain the

rationale behind these choices and discuss the process of research in more detail.

The main methods of inquiry

I envisage research primarily as a recursive engagement with a specific question- and
obviously the question in the present thesis is ‘what is the nature of working class experience
in Higher education and what does this say about Irish society?” How this is imagined,
designed and conducted is dependent on a number of contextual and conjunctural factors.
There has already been some discussion of the immediate context, viz, the clear gaps in the
research field; the dearth of empirical research on working class experience and the relatively
small amount work in Irish social science which critically exams the way class is
conceptualised. To this we can add that from an egalitarian perspective the absence of
working class voices within extant research is both socially significant and a cause for

concern. I also believe that an understanding of the texture of everyday experience is vital to
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emancipatory education (Freire, 1972) and crucial to social science (Bhaskar, 1979; Lefebvre,
1991b; Mills, 1959). For all these reasons I knew that I would primarily use intensive.
qualitative methods and this interview data would then be used to explore the quantitative and

conceptual models of class and education that currently dominate the field.

For the reasons that I mentioned in Chapter One and will explore in greater detail in the next
chapter, I believe that class analysis cannot take its founding assumptions for granted (see
also Savage, 2000). Consequently, I was anxious to ensure a high level of openness in the
way the data was gathered and analysed and there are two particular approaches to qualitative
research which can be readily used within a critical research paradigm to gather rich data in
an open manner-ethnography and biographical research. Both methods had a bearing on the

research design.

Since the 1970s some of the most impressive research examining education and class has
used ethnographic methods (McLaren, 1998; Reay, 1998a; Skeggs, 1997; Willis, 1977). The
present study is not an ethnography but I have learnt a good deal from these works on how to
use observation, field notes and interview data within a double hermeneutic. One of striking
things that these educational ethnographies is they demonstrate a respect the individuality of
agents yet convincingly explore how collective realities and social structures impact on
learning by tracing the continuities and discontinuities between work, culture and education.
For example Paul Willis™* famous study of working class schooling Learning to labour
explores why the 'lads' in the study engage in behaviour which, especially if one take the
promise of meritocratic education at face value, limits their post-schooling options. I am not
concerned here with detailing Willis' findings so much as citing it as an example of a research
approach which takes lived experience seriously and foregrounds the fact that “social agents
are not passive bearers of ideology” but appropriate, struggle and reproduce culture within a
structured social context (Willis, 1977, p. 175). Similarly, I think Reay and Skeggs’ offer
particularly powerful examples of this approach in a contemporary context and their work

will be discussed in Chapter Four

14 Through observation and interviews he documents the lads’ ‘counterculture’ as they smoke, joke and
relentlessly trying to snatch time and control away from the school authorities. His argument is that this
maintains itself through a shared sense common identity and patterns of disidentification and according to
Willis the action of ‘the lads’ needs to be understood as part of an intelligent, purposeful and meaningful culture.
Their behaviour is a form of resistance based on their class position and on a realistic assessment of their future
prospects. I note this because I think a great deal of work on class and education, including this thesis, remains
deeply indebted to the way Willis teases this out.
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The rich explorations of subjectivity and social action given in biographical and life history
studies have had an even greater influence on the research design, the conduct of the
interviews and the process of interpretation. According to Chamberlaye, Bornat and Wengraf,
(2000) there has been a discernible ‘biographical turn’ in social scientific research and there
are now a wide variety of ‘schools’ using biographical methods. What all biographical
researchers share is the belief that open, in-depth interviews, in which participants are given
space to fully explore their own experience in their own terms yields enormously valuable
data (Alheit, 1994a, 1994b; Bertaux and Kohli, 1984; Chamberlaye, Bornat & Wengraf,
2000; Merrill & West, 2009; Plummer, 2000; Wengraf, 2001; West, 1996). In my case the use
of this approach is based on a notion of human beings as meaning makers and lives as
'storied' (Bruner, 1986; Harre & Gillet, 1994; Wertsch, 1991) and the conviction that the open
exploration of subjective experience does not just yield rich data but is in fact fundamental to
understanding society (Archer, 2007; Freire, 1972; Harre & Secord, 1972). This is because
each individual’s story- in all its complexity- offers one of the most effective ways of
examining how broad social structures impinge upon and enable action in everyday life
(Alheit, 1994a) but also because self-understanding and intentional agency have causal
power. From a critical and humanist perspective (Plummer, 2000) biographical accounts-
including strategies of action, passions and patterns of belief, modes of thought and ethical
engagement and descriptions of social relations are crucial to understanding society (and of

course these are precisely the issues that are neglected in most studies of class in Ireland).

Rather unsurprisingly, a similar method has often been used by egalitarian researchers who
have an interest in hidden social experiences and subaltern agency and one can trace some of
the roots of the recent turn to biographical methods to explicitly emancipatory research in
what is often called ‘history from below’ and in the work of journalists and oral historians
who have set out to explore working class experience (Bertaux and Kohli, 1984; Bertaux &
Thompson, 1997; Terkel, 1975; Thompson, 1988). I think this approach has been further
enriched and encouraged by the growth of feminism which renewed our interest in how
modes of experience and ideas of self are important resources in thinking about society (e.g.
Gilligan, 1982). This general emphasis on how biographies are shaped within social relations
(Mills, 1959) can easily be likened to the work of other contemporary scholars in the field of
'working class studies' (Russo & Linkon, 2005).
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I have borrowed widely, and learnt a lot, from other biographical researchers- especially a
number of writers on education-in my use of methods (Alheit, 1994a, 1994b, 2005a;
Dominice, 2000; Merrill & West, 2009; West, 1996). Like these thinkers I am also interested
in the changing structure of biography in the modern world and believe changes in how we
construct and envisage the life course are individually and sociologically important (see also
Beck, 1992; Gray, 2010; Plummer, 2000) and Chapters Six and Seven will explore this
proposition through the data.

Inevitably, my research-like any intensive, qualitative inquiry- in a culture in which
empiricism and positivism has shaped our notion of valid knowledge and what constitutes
reliable scientific methods brings up questions about 'generalisability’. I have already argued
within a critical research paradigm that numerical coverage is less important than explanatory
power and that specific nature of the social world often requires an exploration of
phenomenological knowledge. While biographical research does offer an approach to data
collection which makes very few a priori assumptions it would be a mistake to treat this
method as wholly unproblematic. Furthermore, I do not think concerns about how
representative a relatively small-scale piece of research can be ignored or dismissed out of

hand so I want to make some remarks to clarify exactly how this issue is viewed here.

Sennett and Cobb (1977, p. 45) in their study on class in the US, which was based on a

sample of a 150 people, addressed this issue and made the case

The only way we can generalize is to turn the matter around and ask what is
representative or characteristic of American society in its impact on the people
interviewed. It is not so much as a replication of other workers that their lives ought to
be bear a larger witness, but as focused points in human experience that can teach
something about a more general problem of denial and frustration built into the social
order
I think Sennett and Cobb are basically correct here— the important issue is how
generalisability is understood in the first place and the type of claims that are made on the
basis of research. So I want to be as explicit as possible about this. In this thesis
biographical accounts are used as the main source of empirical data; and I think my primary
role is to understand these accounts in their full depth in order to understand the impact of

society on individual lives. My findings are based on commonalities and corroboration

within the data and building outwards from individuals’ accounts but these are not viewed as

30



predictive or replicable findings. Like Sennett and Cobb I think these lives bear witness to
what happens in society and that it discloses important information about injustice, unmet
needs and how people act in the face of particular restrictions and enablements within social
structures. Ultimately, the validity and the explanatory power of the research rely on treating
the biographical accounts with the serious attention they deserve and also how these
accounts are then contextualised and theoretically reconstructed. So my concern is not so
much with ‘representativeness’ as this is typically understood but identifying what a given
set of biographical accounts disclose about a particular field of practice (university
education) and using this to interrogate a given body of knowledge (scholarship on class and
education) in order to further develop a critique of social relations in general (Irish social
structures). In my mind this is best defined as contingent, situated and partial attempt to
unearth the social significance of everyday experience in a conceptually rigorous manner. |
think this is what is largely absent from studies of class in Ireland. This obviously aims to do
something very different to research on class which is based solely on quantitative methods.
However, this does not mean that such work cannot be used alongside quantitative work and
the thesis will use some of this type of data to frame the biographical findings in various

ways.

Using grounded methods of analysis

There is no point in pursuing intensive biographical research unless one also uses an
interpretive and analytical approach which maximises the possibility of unforeseen empirical
discoveries within the data. This is precisely what Grounded Theory sets out to do through its
inductive approach to social science (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007; Charmaz, 2006; Glaser,
1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1968; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The research borrows ideas from
these writers and shares their concern with paying very close attention to empirical data. The
stress grounded theorists put on engaging in the constant comparison of the different parts of
the data-that is to say seeking out significant relationships within empirical data-at each stage
of analysis is also useful. I believe that findings only emerge slowly through a hermeneutic
process and they are right to stress how important it is not to prematurely force data to into
pre-given categories. In this type of research analysis is indeed a slow, reflexive

reconstruction of meaning which calls for reflexivity, patience and scepticism.
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The exact use of these ideas will be discussed below but what should be noted is that while
grounded methods of analysis proved invaluable to the research, especially the constructivist
version advocated by Charmaz (2006) the notion of theory advanced by leading figures
within this field is not tenable from a critical perspective. Some grounded theorists have
argued that theory and knowledge of a field can somehow contaminate data (Glaser &
Strauss, 1968). This suggests a notion of atheoretical reality ‘out there’ which is not
commensurable with argument I made earlier that social practice is inherently theory laden
and intensely mediated. With this in mind I would that contend the only way of guarding
against premature forcing of data is to be reflexive about concepts, field and self as well as
the primary data. So this requires both immersion in the interview data and knowledge of the
relevant scholarship. Thus the research- which is based on biographical interviews and
grounded analysis and interpretation- is underpinned by my belief that my primary and most
pressing task in this researcher was to grasp the internal logic of interviewees’ choices,
actions and beliefs. However, there is no ‘white room’ in which we can practice pure
inductive research and this process cannot be separated from the context or the theoretical
and experiential background of the researcher. ‘Pure’ research is impossible but a critical and
reflexive research hermeneutic- strongly grounded in empirical data which moves between
‘subjects’ and ‘researcher’, ‘data’ and ‘theory’ , and ‘subject’ and ‘field’-does, does I believe

offer the basis for reflexive and rigorous inquiry.

I will now describe the process of research; this will include an overview of the preliminary
work, explain the selection of the case study institutions, describe sampling methods and the
composition of the research cohort, and outline the range of primary data sources used in the
project. This will be followed by a more detailed description of interviewing procedures and
the methods used in the analysis and interpretation of the data. I will conclude with a

discussion of research ethics.

The research process: Preliminary work

Through previous research and study I had a good working knowledge of the main currents
of class analysis, the direction that widening participation had taken in Irish HE and the main
theories in the academic field which have influenced the way the relationship between class
and education is conceptualised. Nonetheless, some of this material was revisited in the first
phase of the research. As an aid to reflexivity I then wrote up a series of memos on potential

themes and wrote about the possible directions I anticipated the research might take. Some
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time was also spent exploring my motivation for choosing the research question and how I
understood the purpose and value of the research. At this point I began keeping a research
diary-which included biographical reflections as well as thinking through more traditional
issues of method and design. I also identified possible case study institutions and
‘gatekeepers’. I also drew up a draft document on ethical guidelines for interviewing. At this
point I decided that the longitudinal aspect of the data collection would be central to the
research design. It made sense to me to explore student experience as a process rather than an
event and I believed that this would maximise reflexivity and allow me to build good
research relationships. In time this proved to be true and this process created as sense of trust
and shared concern between me and research participants. The generosity and insights of the
eighteen participants who took part in the longitudinal aspect of the research have been
absolutely crucial to this project in every sense and on a personal and intellectual level this

extended dialogue has been a very valuable and enriching experience for me.

In the preliminary stages as a follow up to the memos written on possible themes and findings
I decided to choose a number ‘sensitising concepts’- that is concepts that "offer ways of
seeing, organizing, and understanding experience" (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007, p. 259) which
offer invaluable departure points for interpreting data. The main sensitising concepts in the
first stage of the research were class consciousness, habitus, pedagogy, lifelong learning,
precarity, class cultures and resistance. This helped to further clarify how my assumptions
might affect the direction of the research and to refine the conceptual framework for the
research. Following this two biographical pilot interviews were conducted. A provisional
research schedule was drawn up and I decided to base the study on five to ten in-depth
interviews each year in each of the three different institutions over three years and
supplement this with interviews with other cohorts selected through purposive sampling. I
should mention that all of this work drew on on-going discussions on methodology and
theory with other researchers in the Department of Adult Education and within formal and

informal research networks most notably the RANLHE project.

The case study institutions

Three different case study institutions were chosen to ensure the research drew on a wide
variety of student experiences and also to explore the impact of the diversification of Irish HE
on students (McCoy & Byrne, 2011a). The state funded higher education sector is a binary

system comprised of the university sector (seven universities and a number of teaching and
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art colleges) and the Institute of Technology sector (fourteen Institutes of Technology15). This
basic binary division has been complicated by the proliferation of new types of courses and
fields of study across the tertiary sector since the 1990s and I think this diversity cannot be
ignored in any attempt to analyse Irish HE. Consequently the three case study institutions- the
National University of Ireland, Maynooth (NUIM) Trinity College Dublin (TCD) and the
Institute of Technology Blanchardstown (ITB) - were chosen because they are very distinct
places in the contemporary landscape of Irish HE. I would argue, based on quantitative data
and background information on the sociogenesis of these institutions, that TCD, NUIM and
ITB are best characterised as an elite university, a non-elite university and non-elite IT. Just
as importantly gatekeepers in each of the three HEIs proved to be amenable to research being
conducted in their colleges. Desk research on the institutions was completed and written up
(Fleming & Finnegan, 2011b) once permission was given to do the interviews and the most

pertinent information on these colleges will be now be briefly outlined.

Trinity College Dublin, Ireland’s oldest university, is the largest and most elite of the three
case study institutions. I considered it elite because of its history, its current place in
international university rankings and the fact that entry requirements are high for most
courses. In 2009/10 there were 10,975 undergraduates (approximately sixty per cent female)
3,415 full-time postgraduate students (fifty seven per cent female) enrolled in TCD. There
were 181 part-time undergraduates and 1,602 part-time postgraduates registered that year. In
2005 TCD fulfilled its commitment to reserving fifteen per cent of it places for non-
traditional students. The access programme’s target group include working class students and
those with disabilities but the majority of these non-traditional students were mature. In fact,
mature students accounted for 71 per cent of the non-traditional students registered in 2005.
By 2009/10 five hundred access students were enrolled in undergraduate studies accounting
for 17 per cent of the student body (Hannon, Edge & Keane, 2010). The exact breakdown of
the various target groups that make up this seventeen per cent is not available. Recent
research suggests that number of working class students in TCD remains low- only 14 per
cent of new entrants (the average across the sector is just under twenty three per cent (HEA,

20104a).

15 For the purpose of simplicity I am including the Dublin Institute of Technology as an IT here even though
this institution is quite distinct.
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The National University of Ireland Maynooth is a much smaller university and had a student
population of 8,800 students in 2009/10 (6,647 were full-time of which 1,194 were
postgraduates. A small majority of students in NUIM in 2009/10 were women (approximately
55 per cent of undergraduates and 54 per cent of postgraduate students). NUIM has grown
rapidly in the past eight years and has doubling the student’s numbers between 2004 and 2011
(NUIM, 2011). It promotes itself, and is widely perceived, as a university which has, in
comparative terms, high numbers of non-traditional students (especially mature students-
who numbered 800 in 2010). Previous quantitative research on mature students in NUIM
suggests that a small majority of these mature students are working class (Fleming, Loxley,
Kenny & Finnegan, 2010). As a consequence of this, its international rankings, entry
requirements and the absence of some high status faculties- such as medicine- NUIM can be
characterised as a non-elite university which still retains some of the aura and prestige of a
traditional university. Overall in 2009/2010 working class students accounted for 29 per cent
of new entrants (HEA, 2010a)'®. In the same year NUIM had 220 access students of school
leaving age who have entered Maynooth through a programme aimed at bringing in working

class students to college.

The IT sector has always enrolled, and continues to cater for, more working class students
than the universities (for a current overview see HEA, 2010a, 2010b). The Institute of
Technology Blanchardstown is the newest of the ITs and opened in 1999. In 2009/2010 ITB
had 1,500 full time (of which 664 were female) and 1,312 part-time students (of which 259
were female). The college gender mix is skewed by the high number of apprenticeship
programmes it runs which remain almost entirely male domains but a slight majority of the
students enrolled in arts and social science courses are female. ITB is situated in a rapidly
growing and largely working class area with historically low levels of participation in higher
education and was specifically chosen as a site in order to overcome social disadvantage
through education. The mission statement and long term strategy of ITB put a marked
emphasis on active links with industry and a strong advocacy of lifelong learning policies that
encourage non-traditional students into third level education in order to obtain the skills
necessary for a competitive knowledge economy. The number of students from designated
working class access groups is 29 per cent (above the average of just under 26 per cent for the

IT sector as a whole (HEA, 2010a). Relatively few students come in through school access

16 It should noted that this is unusually high for the sector and is also higher than previous years 24 per cent in
1998 and 22 per cent in 2007/08 (HEA, 2010a).
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programme but the access office has stated that as many as 41 per cent of entrants onto

undergraduate degrees through the CAO come through non-standard entry routes.

The students from these three HEIs were contacted through a variety of means depending on
the role the gatekeepers had in the institution and the protocols and procedures that are
followed in each place. In NUIM a general email to all new students was sent out asking for
volunteers who once they replied were then contacted by phone. Later a second general email
was sent out to third year students. In TCD the access programme contacted second year
students via email and then gave us volunteers’ contact details. A year later a handful of new
contacts were later generated through the access office and through snowballing. In ITB class
presentations on the research were held with students in two different faculties. After this
people filled in a form and students, who indicated they were willing to participate, were then
contacted individually. Subsequent interviewees were contacted through snowballing and
another round of emails and presentations in the second year of the research. It is worth
mentioning that the institutional position of each of the gatekeepers-respectively in student
records, in an access office and a lecturer-necessarily had an impact on the first contact with
potential participants and in all likelihood affected the composition of the various research

cohorts.

Sampling and the research cohort

Eighty one in-depth, biographical interviews were conducted with fifty one students of all
ages between 2007 and 2012 with two thirds of interviews conducted between 2009 and
2011. As the data was gathered as part of the work of the Centre for Research ten of the
interviews were conducted by Dr Ted Fleming. Eighteen of the fifty one students participated
in the longitudinal part of the study. The average length of an interview was an hour but the
second and third interviews with the longitudinal participants often lasted longer and
sometimes went over two hours. Forty three of the participants came from working class
backgrounds and eight came from middle class backgrounds and this small middle class
cohort was included for comparative purposes. Nearly all of working class interviewees were
the first generation in their families to attend HE. Thirty three of the cohort were women and
seven were migrants from Eastern Europe, the UK, Africa and America. Over half, twenty

eight, of the total cohort were mature students.
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This sample was built incrementally and was drawn from larger group of ‘non-traditional’
students interviewed for a study on retention. This working class sample was selected on the
basis of occupation or parent’s occupation (that is manual or routine non-manual jobs) and/or
by participation on specific access programmes aimed at encouraging working class students
into HE. The sample also included working class people who relied on social welfare
payments (for example Lone Parent’s Allowance, Unemployment Assistance etc.)'’. In time a
fuller definition of class was developed from the student interviews examining cultural

resources, educational and work history and family and community experience.

As noted earlier the aim was to create as open a process as possible and to use the empirical
findings to think through and problematise established sociological categories rather than
ensure the cohort was fully representative. However, it transpired that the original sample was
too heavily skewed towards mature students and women an effort was made to contact
greater number of young working class students and more men in the first year and a half of
the research. This was done and the final group includes roughly equal number of young and
mature students and although there is a slight majority of women within the sample this
reflects the complexion of the case study institutions and in the case of ITB the particular
faculties through which contact with students was facilitated. At this point the sample
included twenty four students of which eighteen people decided to participate in the
longitudinal dimension of the research and the remainder elected to do once off interviews. In
total forty five interviews were undertaken with the longitudinal cohort with each participant

being interviewed two or three times.

As the longitudinal research progressed over the next three years the main cohort snowballed
in size as I conducted twenty five further once off interviews with working class students
including three students who had left college before graduation. A small sample group of
eight middle class students was included in order to compare and test findings. I also became
concerned whether the main findings-which were overwhelmingly positive about HE-

reflected the fact that the interviewees were in the middle of their courses. To explore this I

17 The difference between various models of class- for example given by Wright (1997), Goldthorpe (1996) and
the Irish Central Statistics Office and the Higher Education Authority- are important -and will be discussed in
the next chapter but in terms of criteria for sampling here all these various definitions of who constitutes the
working class could be followed and the sample would be the same. However, the very expansive and frankly
unworkable, position held by some Marxists that wage labour defines who is working class was not considered
useful.
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conducted a focus group in an inner city community education project in 2011. The
significance of this group is that they were non-participants in HE and this helped me explore
to what extent the activity of doing a degree affects the way you talk about HE. It also
allowed me to think through many of the other findings. The final cohort includes eight
interviews with graduates from NUIM conducted in a previous research project (Fleming,
Finnegan, Loxley & Kenny, 2010) which were recoded in order to see if these yielded
significantly different findings and to add to the longitudinal dimension of the study. The
focus group, the longitudinal cohort, and the graduate cohort allowed me to trace educational
experience as a continuum from community based courses through to college and how this is

then seen by ex-students after graduation.

The main aim of the thesis is to explore HE from the perspective of working class students
but to augment the researcher’s comprehension of the institutional context twelve interviews
were conducted with managerial, access, teaching and student support staff from the HEIs.
This was later supplemented with four other interviews with community activists and
educators in working class communities. The background interviews were in-depth and semi-
structured but were not analysed in the same fashion as the student interviews and were only
selectively transcribed and coded. The total number of interviews used in the research is

ninety seven.

It should be noted that throughout the research process it was easier to maintain the
longitudinal aspect of the research with mature participants. One can only speculate what the
various reasons are for this but it in all likelihood the fact that because of my age I was more
successful in building relationships with this cohort. Also, throughout the research generating
new contacts proved very easy in NUIM-largely, I think, because the work of the research
centre was strongly supported by gatekeepers. On the other hand the initial sample was
smaller in TCD and it was consistently more difficult to recruit new volunteers there
compared to ITB and NUIM (so excluding the graduate cohort this amounted to respectively
eight participants from TCD, thirteen from ITB and twenty two from NUIM). Across the
three HEIs it was impossible to identify a significant number of students enrolled in high
status disciplines and the majority of students were studying Arts, Humanities, and Social
Sciences with a large minority in Natural Sciences. In the process of interpretation an effort

has been made to think through these various issues connected to sampling and the
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vicissitudes of longitudinal research and through the thesis I will make it explicit how these

various factors might have affected the findings.

Table 1. The interview cohorts

Main cohort 1 18 Working class students-longitudinal group (45
individual in-depth interviews )

Main cohort 2 25 Working class students (25 once off individual in-
depth interviews)

Comparative cohort 1 8 Middle class students (11 individual in-depth
interviews 6 once off and 5 longitudinal interviews
with 2 people)

Comparative cohort 2 10 students in adult education (single focus group)

Framing the research cohort 1 12 HE staff (individual once off interviews)

Framing the research cohort 2 4 community activists and educators (individual once
off interviews)

Other primary data sources

I have had a great deal of personal and professional experience in two of the three
institutions-TCD and NUIM- but nonetheless field notes were taken in all three HEI’s
describing formal and informal settings. Extensive participant observation was not possible.
Three students made diaries available to me and I had discussions and contact with twelve of
the interviewees outside of the interview process. I also had a large amount of quantitative
data on mature students in two of the three HEIs gathered for a previous research project
(TCD and NUIM). Keeping a research diary became fundamental to thinking through these

various elements together in an integrated yet exploratory manner.

Conducting the interviews

Interviewees were asked to discuss their learning and life stories in their own terms. The
whole aim of this was to facilitate in-depth interviews in which subjects could explore their
own experience in as spontaneous a fashion as possible. I have noted already there is a range
of ways of approaching biographical interviews (Apitzsch & Inowlocki, 2000; Alheit, 1994a;
Bertaux & Thompson, 1997; Bertaux & Kohli, 1984; Chamberlaye, Bornat & Wengraf, 2000;
Merrill & West, 2009; Plummer, 2000 Thompson, 1988; Wengraf, 2001; West, 1996). All
these researchers agree that it is important to create interview situations in which the story is
actively constructed by the participant with as little interference as possible by the

interviewer. The differences between these various authors on how interviews should be
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ideally conducted are worth mentioning. In fact, there are varying notions of what constitutes
a ‘proper’ biographical account; for instance Alheit (1994a) has developed highly
sophisticated procedures and guidelines for biographical interviews in which the interviewer
offers minimal signals of understanding and encouragement deploying what Alheit has
termed ‘a strategic reserve’. The argument is that otherwise interviewees will often seek to
avoid the challenges of spontaneous storytelling-which is viewed by Alheit as a specific
mode of communication with its own form and structures. Similarly, Wengraf (2001) an
advocate of the Biographical Interpretive Method (BIM) uses extremely detailed procedures
with much the same aim and both Alheit and Wengraf argue that maintaining a clear
boundary between the interviewee and the interviewer is crucial to getting full and untainted

biographical accounts.

Much of what Wengraf and Alheit write is instructive but in a pilot interview and to a lesser
extent in two early interviews I employed a version of this approach with mixed results. The
specific context-people were offering their time to an interviewer who was at that point
unknown to them-my own predispositions and, I strongly suspect, patterns of communication
embedded in Irish culture which depend on a sense of immediacy and dislike formality meant
that too much strategic reserve results in very stilted exchanges. Following this I decided to
use a slightly less formal approach which nonetheless retained the aim of encouraging

interview directed spontaneous storytelling.

Over time I noticed most of the interviews followed a distinct pattern of communication.
More often than not the first part of the interview was tentative and had somewhat superficial
content because, in my experience, the participant is assessing the interviewer's ability to
listen and judging their trustworthiness. Understandably, the interviewees wanted some sense
of who was listening as well as why they were listening. This often took the form of
contextual reflection-for instance a discussion of something in the news and so forth. I think
there is a great deal of tacit assessment by the participants going on is this small talk which
sets the basis for relationship building and boundary setting. Once trust, interest, attentive
listening and warmth were established the interview would deepen and often lead to
spontaneous storytelling. So instead of- as Alheit recommends- the interviewer remaining
largely invisible it was found that they most effective approach way of conducting interviews
was to build trust through everyday exchange and non-threatening open questions. This often

meant revealing something about my own life and my interests. Usually, but not always
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following this I could efface myself more and more as the interview progressed. It would be
untrue to say that this approach worked all the time and there are interviews in which I
misjudged the situation occasionally through either too much strategic reserve or through too
much direction and encouragement and regrettably in one interview through inattentive

listening.

On the basis of early research experience I decided that one has to retain a clear sense of the
specificity of a research interview and contextual constraints under which it takes place. |
would suggest that an approach which does not foreground the relational and tacit content of
this process is, at the very least, incomplete. Through the research became apparent that the
interview is perhaps best envisaged as creative space between two people (Merrill &West,
2009) in which the researcher has to attend to the tone and context and establish the
conditions for dialogue. This is emotional, embodied and inevitably involves power
dynamics. To offer a banal but useful example- most of initial interviews occurred in HEIs
often in the first weeks of term in first year in places with which, as an academic researcher, I
am familiar and at ease in but for most of the people I met were entirely new. My class
background, gender and age also affected the interviews and it is interesting how the
assumption of varying degrees of shared experience exerts an influence on the telling of
stories (I will expand on this a little in Chapter Six and Seven). It is hardly accidental that a
lot of the richest research material- interviewee led, highly reflective and personal accounts
emerged after a sense of trust had been established over years and where there was a bond

based on shared reference points and of knowledge of each other.

I would like to mention one other germane aspect of this process. It is significant that when
class was explicitly foregrounded the interviews either became very rich and reflective or on
a few occasions almost seized up altogether. In-depth interviews rely on trust and empathy
and given the open structure of the interviews-this seizing up was always palpable, the
discussion becomes less fluid and exploratory and more defensive. In these circumstances the
interview becomes centred on what the interview is meant to be about and whether this is
both clear and shared rather than the unfolding of somebody’s story on their own terms. I
think this in part reflects a completely understandable sensitivity about power and
categorisation. After all the sociological interview is a very specific type of practice- a
specialised mode of understanding and exploring the world- and an enormously rich one-but

nonetheless it needs to be thought of in relation to all the other official and semi-official
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interviews encountered by people in everyday life. One should also bear in mind how the
function of social science as a whole is broadly understood as a taxonomic and primarily
quantitative effort to tabulate and categorise the social world™®. So in a research interview,
which of course does not follow the exact patterns of everyday discussion, the introduction of
diffuse but powerful term such as class can threaten to weigh down and drag the familiar
world of everyday concern into the world of the census taker and officialdom. As a result,
although participants knew social background and class was integral to the research I usually
did not ask people directly about class or class identity, unless they chose to discuss it
themselves, until the latter part of the interview. With the longitudinal cohort I tried to
highlight what I thought I was discovering in greater depth but even so I tried to avoid
clogging or strongly directing the discussion. While this approach goes some way to
addressing serious concerns about positionality, reflexivity and ‘forcing' data it certainly does
not resolve the issues of working between everyday accounts and social theory. What I think
needs to be acknowledged, and kept firmly in mind, is there is an unavoidable responsibility,
and a good deal of necessary difficulty, which comes with interpreting other people’s lives. It
is in many ways an act of translation which has the aim of presenting everyday experience in
sociological terms. The possibility for distortion and misunderstanding is considerable and
because of this I think it is right to frame biographical research as an extended ethical

encounter and I will return to this theme again below.

Analysing individual interviews

In terms of coding and data analysis there was a certain amount of experimentation with a
variety of approaches but as I have already mentioned I relied on many of the techniques and
methods developed by grounded theorists (Bryant & Charmaz, 2007; Charmaz, 2006; Glaser,
1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1968; Strauss & Corbin, 1997;