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Working with and beyond Bourdieu

Key trends and issues in recent research

an interest in individual agency
(placing the individual and individual agency at the heart of research)

the importance of the psychosocial, and how it contributes to understanding orientations,
decisions and pathways in individuals’ lives

understanding the intersections and effects of different forms of disadvantage (social class,
gender, race, disability and other forms of disadvantage depending on contextual conditions)

a desire to look forward (Appadurai 2004) [with optimism], as well as taking account of
'sedimented history’ (Bourdieu) [with pessimism]

learning from and using ideas and theorisations associated with sustainable human
development and human flourishing, usually from outside the global north and west, in
particular Amartya Sen’s capability theory, Appadurai’s (2004) work on the capacity to aspire




Does it make a difference that I start
from a Bourdieusian perspective?

Can | move beyond ‘bodenlose Niedergeschlagenheit’ - the
depths of despair - which often seems to be the overall
conclusion in the face of persistent and enduring inequalities?
What room is there for human agency in my interpretations of
practice? Is an expansive view of ‘capitals’ a way of looking to
how different and alternative capitals may count and be valued?
How does the importance of psycho-social understandings of
practice encourage a reframing of "habitus’? Can | and do | look
forward and consider the capacity to aspire, as Appadurai (2004)
suggests, and to what end?




Setting the scene: Do vocational education pathways and transitions
matter? Normative principles in the face of current conditions

The challenges of economic austerity, the climate crisis, political instability and increasingly rapid
technological change

In a context of ever-growing challenges to democracy and freedom
0 the rise of authoritarianizing conditions and regimes

0 the influence of populist thinking, proudly disconnected from reality, which makes up and creates its own reality as it
goes along

Salajanand Jules (2024) argue for the importance of education for all
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The climate crisis means we urgently need an expansive view of what Vocational Education and Training (VET) involves
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Why the opportunities of vocational pathways matter:
offering a ‘reasonable possibility’ to become somebody

‘I come out of school, | had nothing on me. And | thought | aint really
gonna get to be anybody and | wanted to be somebody.”

(Sharaz, Level 1 Foundation GNVQ student)
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Vocational education pathways

within the context of wider
transitions




b/

Educational pathways in a ‘global war for talent

A ‘global war for talent’ amongst a highly educated elite : struggles on an international scale over the most
prestigious forms of higher education (Brown, Lauder and Ashton, 2011)

What does this mean for the 90% who are not the highly educated elite?
Including the 50% and more who do not participate in higher education in countries such as England?
In 2012, the UK's Social Mobility Commission put forward the need for

Routes for nurturing outstanding talent

Provision ‘for all’ to reach their potential and gain higher level skills

Schemes and qualifications aimed at breaking out from poverty of aspiration or a troubled background,
and for recent migrants and refugees

In practice, evidence over time tells us that this looks like
Risky, uncertain, less prestigious ‘vocational’ pathways

Ever-changing schemes and initiatives for those who do not fit readily into established vocational routes
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The “wicked problem” of vocational education pathways
and transitions for policy, practice and research

Reconfiguring the field(s) - the social spaces - of post-school education
From school-to-work transitions to extended transitions into higher education

1980s: expansion of participation in post-16 education and in higher education
through new ‘vocationally-oriented’ and ‘non-university’ routes
‘the new FE' [further education] in England
‘non-university’ institutions across countries with expanding tertiary systems

1990s-2000s: reconfigurations of the landscape (e.g. polytechnics become universities in
England; dual sector institutions in Australia; duale Hochschulen in Germany)

2000s: permeability between vocational and general/academic education

2010s: highly stratified ‘high participation systems’ of higher education (HE). HE seen
as a key component in industrial competitiveness strategies in knowledge
economies, but a highly stratified system of different forms of HE

rediscovering vocational routes to high skills. Do policymakers want (to fund)
high participation HE systems any more?




Deepening divisions, fading solutions

‘the influence of many hidden social advantages and disadvantages’ in the
processes and practices of educational transitions (p.x)

‘Competitorisation’ of the self in order to progress (p.2)

‘Family circumstances become linked with specific levels of education/training
and hence with occupational strata and sectors through the circulation of
differential currencies of opportunity in the form of material conditions; domestic
and emotional factors’ cultural values; gender codes; social networks;
geographical mobility’ access to information and occupational cultures.” (p.11)

‘what are the ways of working for more egalitarian, democratic and caring forms
of social organization? (p.12)




What do Bourdieu’s tools contribute
here? Using and extending

Bourdieu’s conceptual tools to
research transitions
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Field: a relational understanding of

ditterent pathways

Bourdieu's concept of field:

focuses attention on the positioning of different fields or social spaces in relation to
one another (1996)

Focuses attention on the relative position of agents and institutions within a particular
social space (1985; 1998)

To grasp the nature and meaning of educational transitions and the practices
involved, using the concept of field asks us to engage with how vocational education
pathways are positioned relationally to academic (and other) pathways, whether as
constituent parts of one social space/field, or different social spaces/fields that
involve boundaries and boundary crossing from one space to another.

BUT a field is not fixed, it is temporal, under constant production and reproduction
(Thomson, 2005)




The relational positioning of vocational

pathways

Catalonia Spain Tarabini and Jacovkis (2021)

In their analysis of transitions in upper secondary education in Catalonia they emphasise that
‘the tensions, conflicts and ambivalences generated in the field of upper secondary education
are part of a struggle for meanings, opportunities and positions of the Baccalaureate in relation

to VET and vice versa.' (Tarabini and Jacovkis 2021: 215).

China (Geng Wang 2024)
Vocational education in China has been positioned at the bottom of the educational hierarchy,
absorbing the ‘left-over’ students with ‘less good’ academic records. (Geng Wang 2024: 179)

Germany (Deissinger 2022)

The dual system is losing attractiveness among school leavers. How can the the value which
society associates with apprenticeships in Germany be maintained against the challenges the
dual system is currently facing, such as academic drift and a preference for university-based
higher education?




The shifting and changing social space(s) of “tertiary
education” through which transitions take place

One heteronomous tertiary (higher education) field?

An increasingly heteronomous higher education field of differentiated institutions, with increasing control of the field from forces outside
the field

A global/globalised field, particularly in the high academic subfield (Shanghai rankings, Times Higher Education World University Rankings)
A stratified field, which is increasingly stretched: Elite and mass institutions; recruiting and selecting universities; ‘open access’ providers

But these binaries are not entirely straightforward. There are ‘ambiguous middle players’ (Marginson 2016: 423); there are specialist
institutions; there are departments within institutions that have a particular reputation; there are degree apprenticeships linked to prestigious
companies

Within an overall field there are subfields which are differently positioned in terms of power

Different fields offering a diversity of forms of tertiary and higher education?

A diversified system with a ‘second sector’ or a ‘non-university’ sector, specialising in sub-bachelor as well as bachelor level qualifications,
vocational and technical qualifications, work-based routes.

Are these social spaces - ‘fields’ - more porous and fluid under current conditions?

Is HE provided by vocational colleges (such as HE in FE in England) - a different field to university HE? A sub-field of an overall HE/tertiary field? A
hybrid in-between field overlapping traditionally more distinctive fields of further, vocational and higher education? A flaky borderland?

Does the way the ‘field" is configured matter in relation to navigating educational pathways? | would argue that it affects the positioning of

different institutions and qualifications; the capitals that count and carry value; the match or mismatch of the habitus to the field, and therefore
who gets what and who goes where.
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Capitals and capital conversion

Building on and moving beyond Bourdieu’s concepts
of economic, social and cultural capital - identifying
other forms of capital and the work that they do

Examining the practices involved in the capital
conversion process, where the successful
mobilisation of capitals can occur as if by magic.




The possibilities of alternative capitals

Ethnic capital or cultural-social capital Modood (2004)

Social capital in combination with ethnicity rather than simply cultural capital is of better use in explaining the trajectories of educationally successful
‘second generation’ migrants in the UK. The ‘motor’ of the British South Asian and Chinese overcoming of disadvantage lies in migrant parents
getting their children to internalize high educational ambitions and to enforce appropriate behaviour.

What ethnic capital comprises will vary across ethnic groups, not just in degree but also in kind.

Cultural wealth model Yosso (2005)

In her community cultural wealth model Yosso identifies a whole range of ‘cultural capitals’ that students of color bring to education: aspirational,
navigational, social, linguistic, familial and resistant capital. She argues that these forms of capital draw on the knowledges Students of Color bring
with them from their homes and communities into education, and can serve as a resource for progress.

Viewing economic, social and cultural capital through the lens of critical race theory Adewumi (2019)
Combines Bourdieu's concepts of economic, social and cultural capital with theories about race (critical race theory) to look at schooling and the
strategies of middle-class parents in the London area to instil aspirations for their children.

Local capital Holly Henderson (2021)

‘a rich embeddedness in place that opens future possibilities and opportunities in that place

Local capital embraces the value of staying in place, such as local job experience, knowledge about firms and organizations locally, and living with
parents, alongside the capacity to achieve a desired future based on a belief in future job opportunities locally and satisfaction with social life in the
local area, as well as valuing home life and the emotional attachments of the local.

Graduate capital Tomlinson (2017)
Tomlinson's model seeks to make visible, develop and combine different capitals (Human, social, cultural, identity, psychological, personal) to help
achieve effective graduate employability.




The capital conversion process

Knowing and playing the game

In the move from university to graduate employment, the capital conversion process can operate through
confidence, aspiration and the performance of competence; capacity for risk taking and entrepreneurialism; and
cultural fit.

In the Paired Peers project, which followed students through their undergraduate career into employment, one of
the middle-class students at the high-ranking University of Bristol explained:

“The thing about this company is they hire ... they don't hire, sort of, anyone who's proficient in IT; they hire
graduates who have, like, intelligent, sort of, personas and grades. So, it's people from Oxford ... or Russell [group
universities].” (Luke, middle-class, University of Bristol)

Trying to work out what is going on in the capital conversion process
In a project following vocational students in the 1990s, here is one student trying to work out how capitals get
mobilised:

A good student is a person, like, he's in our class. He can chill out, he can mess about but he'll still get a distinction
grade assignment. | don't know how. That's his secret, he won't tell us. | think he's got mates from outside who go
“yea mate you do it like this”. And then he just gets a book, copies it, or does his own words and they tell him how
to lay it out. | think it's that, because he knows a lot of people, like he works in the Royal Mail, he wears all the
designer wear and he’s not that bad-looking.[....] and | think the girls and the boys, his mates, help him out.
(Wagas, Advanced Level GNVQ)




Moditying the concept of habitus

habitus ‘designates a way of being, a habitual state
(especially of the body) and, in particular, a
predisposition, tendency, propensity or inclination’
(Bourdieu, 1984, p. 562).

Habitus ‘incorporates both the subjective, personal
dispositions and the collective, structural pre-
dispositions shaped by class, race and gender that are
combined in each individual.

(Colley et al, 2003: 287)







