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Overview
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Working with and beyond Bourdieu

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪



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



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

In a context of ever-growing challenges to democracy and freedom
➢ the rise of authoritarianizing conditions and regimes
➢ the influence of populist thinking, proudly disconnected from reality, which makes up and creates its own reality as it 
goes along

Salajan and Jules (2024) argue for the importance of education for all:

“the fundamental function of education in democratic societies as a vector for enlightenment fostering openness, freedom of 
thought, inquisitiveness, understanding, tolerance for diversity, civic involvement, and social cohesion.”
(Florin D. Salajan and tavis d. Jules, 2024: 335-6)

The climate crisis means we urgently need an expansive view of what Vocational Education and Training (VET) involves:

“The growing acceptance of the climate crisis requires us also to address the ecological dimension of economic activity. [….] 
For skills development, this means adding in a political ecology dimension. [….] it is about a revisioning of what VET is and  is 
for. [….] the skills debate cannot be separated off from considerations of how individuals change their everyday beliefs, 
consumption behaviours and modes of interaction in order to live more justly and sustainably.”
(McGrath and Ramsarup, 2024).
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Why the opportunities of vocational pathways matter: 
offering a ‘reasonable possibility’ to become somebody
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Vocational education pathways 
within the context of wider 
transitions

7



Educational pathways in a ‘global war for talent’

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪
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The “wicked problem” of vocational education pathways 
and transitions for policy, practice and research
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Deepening divisions, fading solutions

▪

▪

▪

▪



What do Bourdieu’s tools contribute 
here? Using and extending 
Bourdieu’s conceptual tools to 
research transitions

Stretching, elaborating and building on Bourdieu’s theoretical tools
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Field: a relational understanding of 
different pathways

▪

▪

▪

▪



The relational positioning of vocational 
pathways

▪

▪

▪



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

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪
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Capitals and capital conversion

▪

▪



The possibilities of alternative capitals
➢

➢

➢

➢

➢



The capital conversion process
▪

▪



Modifying the concept of habitus
▪

▪



Vocational habitus
▪

▪

▪

▪



Not reading habitus as determining 
individual practices

▪

▪

▪

▪



Psycho-social aspects of habitus
▪

▪

▪



Institutional habitus and affect
▪

▪
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Reputational affect in the Paired Peers 
project, looking at class and participation in 
HE at the 2 universities of Bristol

In 2012, during the research we found this T shirt 
on sale for University of Bristol students.
”Poly” here is a play on “polyester” (an artificial 
fibre) and “polytechnic”.

Institutional history:
UWE = former polytechnic (pre-1992)
Bristol = “old” Russell group university

Recognition of reputational affect:
“who said it’s the taking part that counts?”



How reputational affect gets embodied



Looking to a better place

▪

▪



Looking to a better place

▪

▪



Looking to a better place



And so to capability theory in the 
context of vocational education 
pathways and transitions

“the struggles or competitions of the social field are not merely for power 

and advantage but are also about how to live; they are partly driven by the 

search for the good.” 

(Andrew Sayer, 2005: 96, in his discussion of Bourdieu’s ideas)
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Capability approach grounded in human 
development



Agency and structure



Capability approach and vocational 
pathways



Productive capabilities in vocational 
education



Critical capabilities account of 
vocational education and training
▪

▪

▪



CCA-VET



Hope and despair
From a better place back to Bourdieu

Revisiting my research into (vocational) education pathways
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Learning that academic routes are not for “a person like me” 

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪
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Vocational routes: negotiating a chance for success 

▪

▪

▪
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Creating and uncreating pathways into higher level 
vocational education

▪

▪

▪

3 8A N N - M A R I E  B A T H MA KE R  A P R I L  2 0 2 5



Repositioning themselves: seeking prestige through 
separation of FE and HE at East Heath College

▪

▪

▪

▪
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Adjusting the rules of the game: working the ‘dual sector’ 
subfield in Citygate College

▪

▪

▪

▪
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Can individuals make alternative forms 
of capital work to their advantage?



Making ‘local capital’ work to realise a career future

▪

▪

▪

▪
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Time and resources to mobilise diverse forms of 
capital to achieve a career of choice

▪

▪

▪

▪

▪
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Using Bourdieu’s tools: problematising the terrain

▪

▪

▪

▪
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Concluding comments
▪

▪

▪

▪

▪
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Abstract
This presentation considers my own work on vocational pathways and locates this work in the context 
of how researchers in different countries have sought to understand the opportunities and constraints 
of vocational routes in their own contexts. There is increasing interest in the role that vocational 
education pathways play in expanded education systems in countries across the globe. Policymakers 
see vocational pathways as solving high skills shortages in the context of knowledge economies, and 
at the same time offering pathways for disadvantaged learners (students from working-class origins; 
ethnic minorities; indigenous learners; migrants and refugees). Yet in a ‘global war for talent’ amongst 
a highly educated elite, what do vocational pathways offer in the shadow of struggles on an 
international scale over the most prestigious forms of education (Brown, Lauder and Ashton, 2011)?
I consider the ways in which navigating transitions have been theorised, in particular
the interplay between Bourdieu’s conceptual tools, which insist that we recognise how advantage is 
maintained and inequalities persist, and ideas that build on and move beyond Bourdieu: seeking out 
possibilities for a better place. 



Empirical sources used in this presentation

1. Post-16 students’ and teachers’ constructions of full-time GNVQ in a college of further 

education in England (1990s)
PhD project 

2. The FurtherHigher project (2000s)
Economic and Social Research Council (Award Reference RES-139-25-0245) 

Research team: Ann-Marie Bathmaker, Greg Brooks, Diane Burns, David Dale, Cate Goodlad, Liz Halford, Karen Kitchen, 

Gareth Parry, Andy Roberts, David Smith, Will Thomas, Sammy Rashid, Anne Thompson, Val Thompson

3. The Paired Peers project (2010s)
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