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Abstract

This paper presents an initial inductive analysis of the eight semi-structured interviews with English adult learners conducted as part of the EU BeLL project. It uses the theoretical lens of biographical learning (with its key concepts of agency and narrative) to explore what these interviews can tell us about the ways adults express the benefits of liberal adult education and its relationship to informal learning. Initial findings suggest that benefits are experienced as ‘bundles’ and that adults talk about their participation in adult education as a form of ‘taking control’ of their lives, including ‘choosing how to be old’ and glimpsing ‘fulfillment’. It also suggests that the ways adults talk about these benefits – and their wider biographical learning – can be used to identify a) foci for further national and pan-European analysis of the BeLL data; b) avenues for future research; and c) potentially fruitful theoretical lenses through which we can develop our understanding of the value of this and other interview data.

Introduction

The growing literature on biographical learning (see for example, Antikainen, 1998; Hake, 1999; Alheit & Dausien, 2002; Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Tedder & Biesta, 2007; Alheit, 2009 and Goodson et al, 2010) is concerned with trying to understand the role of learning in adult life, the relationship between learning and one’s (self-created) life story (or biography), and how both relate to notions of agency. The EU-funded, pan-European ‘Benefits of Lifelong Learning’ (BeLL) project shares this concern with the role of learning in adult life, but with a particular focus on ‘liberal adult education’ – that is, voluntary, non-vocational, non-accredited education and the ‘wider benefits’ it may produce. Eight adults were interviewed for the English strand of the BeLL research design. They were not asked to tell their life stories. Rather, they were asked to talk about the liberal adult education courses they had taken within the previous twelve months.  Yet they responded with stories of their lives, stories of their plans and dreams, of their quests and struggles, stories of agency and fulfillment, stories of the relationship between non-formal and informal learning.  In other words, they joined the biographical learning conversation. This article presents an initial analysis of these eight interviews in the light of their contribution to our understanding of biographical learning, including what they say about the role and meaning of non-formal education in adult life.

Context 1: BeLL

‘Benefits of Lifelong Learning’ (BeLL) is a pan-European research project running from 2011 to 2014, funded by the European Commission as part of the Lifelong Learning Programme funding stream “Studies and Comparative Research”. Building on the work of Desjardins (2003, 2008), Feinstein & Hammond (2004), Feinstein et al (2008) and most closely on Manninen (2010), BeLL aims to examine the benefits of  liberal adult education (hereafter LAE) across ten countries (Germany, Finland, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, Spain, England, Romania, Italy, Switzerland and Serbia), with ‘liberal’ meaning voluntary, non-vocational and non-accredited (what I am calling ‘non-formal’ education) . The aims of BeLL are to analyse the benefits of participation in LAE from the perspective of the learners themselves; to explore individual benefits of learning, such as (but not limited to) improved self-confidence and learning motivation, and social benefits such as (but not limited to) social cohesion and and civic engagement; and to investigate how these benefits developed from participation in LAE courses. These are joined by two further objectives: to map the LAE opportunities available across these ten European countries, and to support national policy and practice development in this area.  

Context 2: Biographical learning 
The motivation behind BeLL was, at least in part, to better understand what ‘lifelong learning’ means in the lives of adults. The past twenty-five years have seen a growing interest in lifelong learning, with Antikainen (1998), Hake (1999), Alheit & Dausien (2002) and Illeris (2014) proclaiming lifelong learning to be  ‘one of the “hottest” topics in public discussion about the organization of education and training for adults in the 21st century” (Hake, 1999, p. 79) and conceptualizing  this ‘silent revolution’ in two perspectives – the macro perspective of ‘social frameworks’ (Alheit & Dausien, 2002) and the micro perspective of the ‘individual life’ (Antikainen, 1998) or ‘individual social actors’ (Alheit & Dausien, 2002). Locating its origin in life-course studies (see for example Elder, 1985) and more generally in a sociological interest in biography, this micro perspective is ‘biographical learning’: learning from our lives, through our lives, about our lives and for our lives  (Tedder & Biesta, 2007; Biesta & Tedder, 2007), ‘learning within and through one’s life history’ (Alheit, 2009, p. 125).

Antikainen (1998), Biesta & Tedder (2007), Evans (2010) and Illeris (2014) have all located the late 20th/early 21st century centrality of lifelong learning (and therefore its micro-perspective: biographical learning) in a particular ‘late-modern’ condition, a seeming paradox: the individual is increasingly put in charge of creating her own biography (Illeris, 2014), or provided with multiplying ‘choices’ to ‘put into practice’ (Antikainen, 1998) alongside larger structural  (social, ethnic, gender, economic, regional) limits to the exercise of individual choice.  By contrast Alheit (2009) sees this less as a paradox and more as a causal relationship: individuals feel an increasing need to imagine themselves in control of our lives precisely because of the larger structural limits. 

Either way, the ‘self-willed’ (Alheit & Dausien, 2002) biography becomes crucial, as does the concept of agency (Ecclestone, 2007; Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Evans, 2007, 2010). Biesta & Tedder (2007) provide a useful working definition of agency: ‘from a life-course perspective, we suggest to see agency as the ability to exert control and give direction to one’s life’ (p. 135) and characterize biographical learning as ‘learning about the particular compositions of one’s agentic orientations and how they play out in one’s life’ which, in turn, ‘can play an important role in the achievement of agency’ (p. 133). In this way, biographical learning is learning from one’s life, about where and how one can or cannot ‘achieve’ agency (Biesta & Tedder, 2007), a learning process which can itself facilitate the future achievement of agency.

Here we need to remember that within biographical learning, ‘biography’ does not mean the events of one’s life, but rather the story one tells (to oneself and others) of the events of one’s life. It is the narrative and the constant acts of narration,

the ‘autopoietic’ [self producing/constructing] accomplishment on the part of active subjects, in which they reflexively ‘organise’ their experience in such as way that they also generate personal coherence, identity , a meaning for their life history and a communicable, socially viable lifeworld perspective for guiding their actions (Alheit & Dausien, 2002, p. 17)

The learning of biographical learning occurs through this process of telling (organizing) and listening to one’s biography, providing the ‘imaginative distance’ and ‘communicative evaluation’ (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998, p. 971, cited in Biesta & Tedder, 2007, p. 138) required for learning. In this way, narration and narrative are the sources of biographical learning.

Biographical learning, therefore, is concerned with agency, narrative and learning – all complex and contested notions.  Biographical learning raises questions about learning and adult life, such as how we learn from and about our lives, and how narrative, agency and learning are interrelated. These questions are certainly not left unanswered (see Antikainen, 1998; Hake, 1999, Alheit & Dausien, 2002; Biesta & Tedder, 2007; Tedder & Biesta, 2007; Alheit, 2009; Goodson et al, 2010 and Illeris, 2014 for discussions) but they demand repeated attention because they are at the very heart of our attempts to understand ‘what learning ‘means’ and ‘does’ in the lives of adults’ (Goodson et al, 2010, p. 5). 

The eight English BeLL interviews take up these questions. They also pose another: what is the relationship between biographical learning and non-formal education?

Methodology

The BeLL design 

BeLL’s mixed-methods design combines quantitative survey data (n=8646) with 82 in-depth interviews (an average of 8 per country).  Each of the ten participating European nations distributed questionnaires across organisations delivering LAE, aiming for 1000 completed questionnaires. The questionnaire was designed to gain participant responses on benefits reported in existing literature (see for example Feinstein et al., 2008; Desjardins, 2008; Manninen, 2010; Motschilnig, 2012). Each nation then conducted semi-structured interviews with a small (8) sub-sample of those who had completed the questionnaires and indicated their willingness to be contacted for an interview, a sample aiming to be representative of gender, age, educational background and course-topic range. Interviews were between 45 and 90 minutes each and interviewees were asked to describe their participation in LAE courses over the previous twelve months and any outcomes, positive or negative, of that participation. Interviews were audio-taped and transcribed verbatim.  The analysis of the qualitative and quantitative data is currently being finalized across the consortium team (Manninen & Meriläinen, 2014; Manninen et al, 2014). 

A separate examination of the English interviews

Eight interviews were conducted in England as part of the above BeLL research design.  Like their counterparts across the nine other European countries, the eight English interviewees, aged between 33 and 70, four men and four women, were asked about their experiences on the LAE courses they had taken over the previous twelve months (which included photography, Photoshop, baking, jewelry making, Welsh, Spanish, creative writing, Finnish, Chinese art & history and life drawing).  In talking about their participation in non-formal education, participants told stories of their lives, stories which seemed to be making a contribution to our understanding of biographical learning and its relationship to adult non-formal education.  This exploratory paper is a preliminary examination of this contribution.  This paper does not present how these English interviews are currently being analyzed alongside the interviews and quantitative data from the other nine European countries as part of the BeLL design in order to identify ‘benefits’ of LAE from the perspectives of participants (future articles will do exactly this). Rather it is a separate analysis, focusing on what these interviews can add to our understandings of biographical learning, in particular how it relates to participation in non-formal education. 

Inductive analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1984, Thomas, 2006) of the transcripts identified codes, patterns and themes. An initial stage of data immersion (Becker, 1984) (listening, transcribing, listening, reading and rereading) was followed by a grounded theory approach of in-vivo open (assigning codes) and axial coding (grouping codes into categories) (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Twenty-three codes were identified, from ‘honing skills’ to ‘mental challenge and stimulus,’ and from ‘broadened my social horizons’ to ‘relaxation.’ These codes were organised into four categories, or themes: bundles, talking control, choosing how to be old, and fulfillment. 

Initial findings & discussion

Bundles, Cycles and Quests

The eight interviewees each explained that their experiences of non-formal education had produced positive changes, or benefits, in their lives. It is not surprising that adults who had agreed to be interviewed as part of this research spoke of their participation as producing benefits. What may be more interesting is the breadth of the benefits they identified, from mental health to community participation, from making ‘close friends’ to ‘getting out of the house’, from ‘relaxation’ to skill development, and from increased ‘confidence’ to greater awareness of other cultures. 

More significant still is that when participants spoke of benefits, they did not identify and describe one benefit at a time, but rather spoke of several benefits together, describing what I am calling ‘bundles of benefits:’ 

In technical terms if you like, all the courses I have taken, which are liberal arts, cultural sorts of things, they have all honed my writing skills […] and in personal terms they have given me much more self-confidence. I sound confident but I’m not really. For most of my life I have had very low self-esteem, for all sorts of reasons. And they have also given me new social outlets; I have made really good friends- really good friends, lasting friendships. And other things have come out of them. For instance, out of the writing classes and the Welsh class, some of whose members coincide, I’ve set up a quiz team and we do charity events- lots of events, some of which we’ve won. We’ve won a lot of things as it happens. (Participant D, female, 70s)

Learning about new skills, feeling more confident in these new skills I was gaining. Finding more efficacy if that makes sense. […] I don’t ever thing I’ll stop learning because I find it has such a beneficial impact on my life, particularly in terms of my mental health, but also in terms of knowing people, making friends and feeling more connected to people in my community. […] through the college I’ve met more people and got more involved in what’s happening […] you get to know what’s happening in the local community. For instance, we’ve had quite heavy snow and that’s brought the whole community together in way […] everybody’s helping everybody else, getting into and out of places.  (Participant V, female, 30s) 

Here, LAE has the potential for multiple, interrelated benefits in adults’ lives, benefits – and relationships between benefits – that these interviewees are both aware of and want to talk about.

These are also narratives of positive ‘cycles’ (Duncan, 2013) of improved skills, confidences, practices and ‘connections,’ where learning new skills or taking part in new practices, with or through new connections, produces an increase in confidence which allows for further development of practices and skills (see Reder, 2009 and Duncan, 2014 for discussions of similar processes).  Here, non-formal learning leads to increased opportunities for informal learning through new life practices (participation in a quiz team or helping with snow clearing). Additionally, participants’ articulation of this relationship between non-formal education and the informal learning of new social practices is itself an example of the informal learning of biographical learning. They have learnt from their biographies how non-formal education impacts on their social practices and wider (informal) learning. 

One manifestation of these ‘bundles’ or cycles is the way in which ‘one thing leads to another’ (Participant H, male, 50s) where one of the outcomes of participation in LAE is another activity or opportunity, which in turn offers benefits. 

And it’s made me feel in technical terms that I’m kind of cooking now. For instance, recently I’ve had a bit, I’ve achieved a bit of a coup, I’ve had a double-page spread in a really reputable magazines about my trip to Patagonia last year, complete with pictures I took myself […] and it’s been well received apparently (D).

This year I’ve joined the local camera club just to follow up on. […] And then that’s given me a social element at the end of it (Participant L, male, 40s).

[a course on Chinese art] made me more interested in finding out about these places and the other thing it’s done, I had a friend who works in a school in Stroud and they had a school trip to India for three weeks and they were a bit short and they said ‘do you want to go?’ and I thought, I’ve never travelled much […] and anyway I went. […] I suppose one thing leads to another, you know? It takes you to areas that you would never have considered otherwise (H).

Besides expressing an understanding of the relationship between participation in non-formal education and informal learning, these observations of ‘one thing leads to another’ are part of a larger message throughout the interviews that the benefits felt are not necessarily those which motivated participation in non-formal education in the first place. They may be benefits that could not or would not have been predicted, a celebration of finding the unexpected. Yet, this is not ‘finding the unexpected’ as in walking around a corner and straight into the arms of one’s future true love. This is ‘finding the unexpected’ as a result of making the choice to take a certain course, a choice made precisely in order to achieve a certain – though only partially imagined – life change. These are stories of a particular take on agency, a type of quest:  If I do this, I do not know exactly where it will lead me but I believe it will lead me to somewhere different from where I am now, and somewhere I want to be. This is learning that non-formal courses could be one way to produce changes in our lives, even if we do not know what those changes will look like, one way to find something we do not yet know the shape of.

‘Taking control:’ small plans, big plans, balancing and threads

Significantly, participants spoke of these bundles, cycles or quests as something they had initiated for themselves, as a way to ‘take control’ (T, female, 40s) of their lives, through non-formal education. With their courses, they shaped some of the minutes and hours of their lives, choosing to spend time in a small, sunny room listening to lectures on Chinese history or sitting in a circle discussing a poem, becoming someone who always keeps a camera to hand, or can write a Christmas card in Finnish. These echo Alheit’s (2009) ‘plans for the weekend’ (in contrast to ‘big plans’) and are expressed as control over not only how they spend some of their time, but with whom they spend it: ‘likeminded people’ (D), ‘a mixed bunch’ (Participant B, male, 60s), or, importantly, ‘people who had no preconceived ideas of what you did as a day job’ (L). Yet, in realizing these seemingly ‘small plans’, participants discussed how they gained ‘larger’ types of control (Alheit’s ‘big plans’) as they dealt with bereavement, unemployment, stressful working conditions or mental health issues. ‘Small plans’ are ways to achieve ‘big plans.’

Several participants spoke in terms of achieving or regaining types of ‘balance’. For one person this was reestablishing a certain work-life balance.

[my course] was a complete change from what I do in my day job. So it was a form of relaxation and trying to redress the work-life balance […] I was finding myself working later and later every night of the week and this gave me a definitive – on Monday nights I’ve got to be at college, or the adult education place, for a set time. It gave me that structure to do something different […] I used to do a lot of sports alongside, which is another reason why I had to redress the work-life balance. When we had children I kind of retired from competitive rowing and I moved away from putting all that time into it and work took it, so it was a case of finding something else for me to do (L).

L highlights his act of restoring a desired work-life balance but it also expresses another form of ‘rebalancing’: a return to a personal space/focus (outside of work or family) he had previously maintained through participation in sports. He links his present participation in non-formal education with what he wants for his future and what he has understood as successful or desirable from his past. 

This is an act of regaining what participant D calls a ‘thread’ of the life story she is telling. 

I’m not good at everything, like most people, but I really am a wordsmith and I’ve written on and off since I was a small child and in the course of work, which has been varied, I’ve had a thread of writing material throughout […] and outside of work I’ve also written song lyrics and poetry. I mean I’ve had long gaps because you know life took over, but there’s always been a thread (D).

For D, studying writing is a way of reconnecting to (or maintaining) this biographical thread, maintaining an element of coherence to her biography. Similarly, participant R (female, 60s) notes ‘languages – that’s my first love and, I have to say, my only ability, so I like to work my way through.’ I am someone who does x. By taking a course related to x, I have put myself back on track.
For others, the larger acts of ‘control’ or ‘rebalancing’ are in the form of working towards a second type of thread, a long-held but previously unfulfilled dream, the I’ve always wanted to: 

It’s something I’ve always wanted to – I’ve always wanted to do something to help people […] Eventually – this is a bit of a pipe dream – but I’d like to get into the area of […] rehabilitation for people through horses and riding (V).

I’ve always wanted to find out more, to travel. In my own art education, I’m nearly 60, we were never taught about other cultures; it was all Western. (H).

These are biographical threads, providing Alheit & Dausien’s (2002) ‘personal coherence, identity, a meaning to their life history […] guiding their actions’ (pp. 17). These are narrative threads, linking past, present and future, and these are accounts of agency and the degree to which it concerns ‘influences from the past, orientations towards the future and engagement with the present’ (Biesta & Tedder, 2007p. 135).  

They tell two stories – or invite two interpretations – of the relationship between agency and learning.  The first is that agency is created through narrative selection, through choosing to focus on events from the past and ‘thread’ them through aspects of a present reality and future hopes. D has learnt to select events or habits from her past which involve writing (while she could have selected those which involve dancing or cooking) and puts these into a story of present engagement with writing and future goals about publishing acclaim. Here the agency is a product of the (learned) act of narration. 

The second story is one in which participants learn from their narratives (their biographies) how best to ‘achieve’ agency, under which conditions (Biesta & Tedder, 2007) the achievement of agency is most likely, and this learning leads them to taking certain LAE courses for the sake of their desired narrative threads. D has learnt that she can control (some of) the hours of her life by enrolling in non-formal education. She may have learnt that even with financial, family and work constraints, if she joins a writing course, and makes it through that door at least most Thursday evenings, then no matter what else happens to her (much of which she cannot control), she will have placed writing back into a central position in her life. She will have regained her thread. Here agency is ‘real’- and D learnt from her biography the conditions needed to achieve it. 

These two stories are both present within D’s interview, and both present across the eight English interviews. They are also both present in the biographical learning literature, and both emerge in Alheit’s (2009) summing up of his stance on biographical learning: 

Biographical learning is both a constructionist achievement of the individual integrating new experiences into the self-referential ‘architectonic’ of particular personal past experiences and a social process which makes subjects competent and able to actively shape and change their social world (p. 126) 

 Biographical learning is individual narrative meaning-making (our first story above) and a ‘social process’ of individuals interacting with other individuals (the second story). Seen in this way, the question is no longer whether or not individual agency is real or illusion (the biographical learning literature, like so much of philosophy, literature and theology, agrees that individuals have agency to a certain extent and this agency is limited to a certain extent). The question now is one of ‘levels of analysis’ (Carré, 2014), that is, a question of the scale at which we are observing. From the level of the individual consciousness, agency may be seen as an act of narration: of selecting, interpreting, linking, presenting. From the level of the group –the community centre, the Finnish class, the quiz team –agency concerns how one person’s actions influence others and how those others in turn influence the individual.  Both are acts of ‘taking control’ and both are acts of biographical learning.

Choosing how to be older 

For the four retired or semi-retired participants, a key aspect of this ‘taking control’ was expressed in terms of making choices of ‘how’ to be older. In entirely unsolicited explorations of older life, they each conjured culturally dominant discourses of aging, both positive (of ‘active aging’) and negative (of helplessness, fragility, isolation and vulnerability) (Fealy et al, 2012; Zimmerman & Grebe, 2013). These older participants invoked a dichotomy between being active in life, body and mind, social and ‘still with it’ versus being reclusive, ‘gaga’, unappealing, disempowered, living in ‘shrunken’ worlds: 

I’m interested in current affairs but you get fed up with reading the papers, you want to get more background to it, more long term or considered views, to keep the old mind active (H).

It keeps you, once you get older, a bit more mentally active and also in the winter […] I’d just sit at home and work on the computer, and it gets you up and out, so it gets you physically active (B).

I like picking up new languages; it stops me going totally gaga (R).

One thing I find is quite nice, one of the fellows that left the course last term […] he’s about 30, 32 and he’s kept in quite close touch with me […] it’s nice at my stage of life to be close to somebody. It’s still nice to make friends, it’s interesting to make friends with people who are of the opposite sex and who are younger than you and who are treating you as an equal (R).

It keeps your brain from seizing up. It does you a lot of good to really push yourself and to remind yourself that things are hard […] we did the first reading exam and I passed it and I thought ‘yeah! life in the old dog yet’. It’s quite a buzz. […] as you get older you lose a certain element of confidence in your abilities […] it’s good to think I’ve done an exam and it went well. Yes, I think the mental challenge and stimulus is good and having another interest, otherwise I think sometimes when you get older […] it would be easy for your world to shrink a lot and it’s good to have a reason, something to find out about that you are interested in. Otherwise if your life becomes confined to television and the books you always read then your confidence will go (R).

These present a further development in the stories the interviews tell of non-formal education, biographical learning and agency. These participants have used their biographical learning (namely what they have learnt about agency and participation in non-formal education) to shape their older age, away from the negative discourses of aging and towards the positive. They express their awareness of how to act in order to live the older lives they want to live. They are using what they have learnt about where and how they can ‘achieve’ agency through participating in non-formal education and other forms of community engagement.

Tomasik & Silbereisen’s (2014) German longitudinal study of 602 men and women between the ages of 55 and 75 examined the relationship between older people’s ‘control beliefs’ and their abilities to ‘negotiate the demands of active aging’ (p. 790). They found that the stronger individuals’ ‘control beliefs’ (the more they believed they were able to control the circumstances of their lives) the more they engaged with active aging (the more active their lives). When individuals they felt they had little control over their lives, they were less engaged in social provision and therefore unable to achieve ‘active aging’. Successful ‘active aging,’ in Tomasik & Silbereisen’s study, is largely the product of an individual’s sense of control over her life. The four English BeLL interviewees of this age group describe exactly this dynamic: they felt able to direct their lives towards positive discourses of aging because of what their biographical learning (including participation in non-formal education) had taught them about achieving agency. 

D took this further and described how she feels the courses she has taken have given her the ‘solidity’ to not only be ‘still with it’ but, crucially, to want to be still with it:

I think the word I would use is solidity. […] I think the [courses and practices of the ] last 5 or 6 years have given me solidity: they have given me solidity in terms of fixing my own intellectual potential, they have given me solidity in terms of honing skills, they have given me solidity in more firm friendships and a wider range of acquaintances. They have given me fun, they have given me fulfillment I suppose and they have put me firmly in the part of society which is older and still with it and wanting to be with it (D).

D’s linking of being able to ‘achieve’ an active older age  with whether one wants to keep on living in the first place brings us to the final theme: fulfillment.

‘Fulfillment’

Just as ‘choosing how to be old’ provides a form of ‘end point’ to the stories of the older participants, another kind of ‘end point’ is audible in these narratives: ‘fulfillment’ (D). Studies on the wider benefits of learning (see for example, Desjardins 2003, 2008; Feinstein & Hammond, 2004; Feinstein et al, 2008 and Manninen (2010) have identified individual benefits such as mental well-being, joy and sense of purpose in life. Yet, they way these interviewees have spoken about their ‘life-enhancing’ experiences (B) makes them seem less individual benefits to be counted alongside other benefits and more the overall ‘reason’ (R) behind the value of the other benefits, something we may be better describing as ‘spiritual.’ 

I wanted to do something that was useful to people, um, I wasn’t sure I could do it.[…] it was an incredible journey […] all of that, everything, was due to going on an adult education course […] I think it was the confidence, becoming connected, to the college, connected to life really […] to expand my life […] feeling progression towards something positive. Does that make sense? (V)

Daoism and thinks like that, it makes you think. We in the West are terribly consumerist- and so back to nature- it’s made me think. Although I don’t have a great deal of money at all, I live quite comfortably compared with most people around the world. […] And we mean- and it just gives you another perspective and that’s great […] it’s reinvigorating- would that be a word? (H)

While D made a very sure statement of the spiritual aspect of her participation in non-formal education (and wider biographical learning), V and H, end these portions of their stories with questions betraying uncertainty or perhaps discomfort at discussing something as personal as learning about what matters most in life and finding a way to reach towards it. 

Closing thoughts and next steps

These eight interviews say a great deal about the potential benefits of non-formal education as part of biographical learning. The eight interviewees spoke of how they experienced ‘bundles’ or ‘cycles’ of ‘benefits’, and specifically how the non-formal learning of their LAE courses relates to the informal learning of their expanded life practices. They have told us that what they now understand as ‘benefits’ are not necessarily what they could or would have expected, but that they had nevertheless used their courses to initiate changes – small or large – in their lives. They have taken us away from wondering whether we are being too optimistic in imagining the effects of learning to be all or mainly positive, and towards an understanding of how participants choose to participate and/or understand their participation as part of a larger meaning-making process. They spoke of using their courses as tools to gain or regain ‘control’ over aspects of their lives, from the micro level of who you sit with on a Tuesday evening to the macro of what helps you be the person you want to be. They told stories of two ‘types,’ ‘levels of analysis’ (Carré, 2014) or theoretical conceptualizations of agency, and of the relationship between agency and biographical learning. For the four participants of retiring age, their learning about agency allowed them to feel they could make choices about how to live as an older person, and all eight participants told stories of getting closer to understanding what is important in life. These interviews therefore provide some fresh answers to the perpetual questions of biographical learning, as well as asking some new and important questions.

In these interviews we hear stories (perhaps told aloud for the first time or perhaps told many times before), myths of personal meaning-making: stories vanquishing demons (surviving the death of a spouse, battling mental illness); stories of epiphany or anagnorisis (experiencing other cultural perspectives and reappraising own life priorities in this light, or realizing the importance of companionship); and perhaps most interestingly, stories of Arthurian quests (searching for a fulfillment which is both desired and mysterious, and finding it, for example, in membership of a local camera club). They tell us something about learning in adult life, specifically about the relationship between non-formal and biographical learning. They suggest that the complete pan-European BeLL dataset should be analyzed using theoretical lenses of not only biographical learning, agency and the relationships between informal and non-formal learning, but discourses of aging. But perhaps more than this, they tell us something about storytelling and ‘valid’ research. They create an argument for the place of very small scale, qualitative research. What can we possibly learn from eight interviews?  Perhaps quite a lot.

There is increasing attention paid in social science research to literary or artistic forms of data collection or analysis, what Hanauer calls ‘a quiet revolution’ (2010, p. 1), moving beyond work on narrative methods (see for example, Reissman, 2008, Bornat, 2008 or Brannen, 2013), and towards explorations of social scientists as writers of, and listeners for, stories (Clough, 2002; Brinkmann, 2012). This has implications for how we judge the place and value of research, with reliability and validity joined by concerns of ‘interest,’ ‘coherence’ and ‘fidelity’ (Van Maanen, 1988, p. 105; see also Brinkmann, 2012). 

Yet, if for a moment we take a step further, away from literary-inspired social science into the world of fiction itself, novelist John Irving (1993) and novelist and essayist Alberto Manguel (2006) will tell us that stories offer ‘possibilities’ (Manguel, 2006, p. 232). They can show us what is possible, and through this ‘could’ (Irving, 1993, p. 9), we can work towards the ‘should.’   The eight English BeLL interviews show us what is possible and what may well be desirable. We cannot claim that they represent all, or even most, of the adults who take courses of non-formal education in England, in Europe, or around the world. But we can say that they present us with possibilities, and these possibilities will influence further analysis of the BeLL data as well as suggest future research projects. Through both, these interviews can inform how we understand adult education participation, policy and provision as part of lifelong processes of biographical learning.

References

Alheit, P. (2009). Biographical Learning – within the new lifelong learning discourse. In Knud Illeris ed, Contemporary Theories of Learning: Learning theorists…in their own words. London: Routledge, pp. 116-128.

Alheit, P. & Dausien, B. (2002). The ‘double face’ of lifelong learning: two analytical perspectives on a ‘silent revolution’. Studies in the Education of Adults. 34 (1): 3-22.

Antikainen, A. (1998). Between Structure and Subjectivity: Life-Histories and Lifelong Learning. International Review of Education 44 (2-3): 215-234.

Becker, H. S. (1984). Writing for Social Scientists: How to Start and Finish Your Thesis, Book or Article. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Biesta, G. & Tedder, M. (2007). Agency and Learning in the lifecourse: Towards an ecological perspective. Studies in the Education of Adults 39 (2): 132-149.

Bornat, J. (2008). ‘Biographical Methods’ in P. Alasuutari, L. Bickman & J. Brannen (eds). The Sage Handbook of Social Research Methods. London: Sage, pp.344-356. 

Brannen, J (2013) Life Story Talk: Some Reflections on Narrative in Qualitative Interviews. Sociological Research Online, 18 (2) 15 http://www.socresonline.org.uk/18/2/15.html.

Brinkmann, S. (2012). Qualitative Inquiry in Everyday Life: Working with Everyday Life Materials. London: Sage.

Carreé, P. (2014). Heuristics of Adult Learning [Lecture to LLAKES Centre], Institute of Education, University of London, 9 May 2014.

Clough, P. (2002). Narratives and Fiction in Educational Research. Buckingham: Open University Press.

Desjardins, R. (2008). Researching the links between education and well-being. European Journal of Education, Vol. 43, No. 1, 2008.

Desjardins, R. (2003). Determinants of Economic and Social Outcomes from a Life-Wide Learning Perspective in Canada. Education Economics. Vol. 11, No. 1, 2003.

Duncan, S. (2013). ‘Balancing Acts,’ BeLL Blog, retrieved December 2013 from http://bell-project.eu/blog.html

Duncan, S. (2014). Reading for Pleasure and Reading Circles for Adult Emergent Readers. Leicester: NIACE.

Ecclestone, K. (2007). An identify crisis? Using concepts of ‘identity,’ ‘agency’ and ‘structure’ in the education of adults. Studies in the Education of Adults 39 (2): 121-131.

Elder, G. H. Jr. (1985) Perspectives on the Life Course. In Walter R. Heinz, Johannes Huinink & Ansgar Weymann (eds) The Life Course Reader: Individuals and Societies Across Time (2009). New York: Campus Verlag, pp. 91-110.

Evans, K. (2010). Taking Control of their Lives? Agency in Young Adult Transitions in England and the New Germany. Journal of Youth Studies  5(3): 245-269.

Evans , K. (2007) Concepts of Bounded Agency in Education, Work and Personal Lives of Young Adults, International Journal of Psychology (interdisciplinary issue) 42 (2), 1-9.

Fealy, G., McNamara, M., Pearl Treacy, M. & Lyons, I. (2012). Constructing Aging and age identities: a case study of newspaper discourses. Aging and Society 32 (1): 85-102.

Feinstein, L., & Hammond, C. (2004). The contribution of adult learning to health and social capital. Wider Benefits of Learning, Research Report No. 8. London: Institute of Education

Feinstein, L., Budge, D., Vorhaus, J. & Duckworth, K. (2008). The social and personal benefits of learning: A summary of key research findings. London: Centre for Research on the Wider Benefits of Learning.

Goodson, I. F., Biesta, G., Tedder, M. and Adair, N. (2010) Narrative Learning. London: Routledge.

Hake, B. J. (1999). Lifelong Learning in Late Modernity: The Challenges to Society, Organizations, and Individuals. Adult Education Quarterly. 1999: 48, 79-90.

Hanauer, D. I. (2010). Poetry as Research: Exploring Second Language Poetry Writing.  Philadelphia, PA: John Benjamins.

Illeris, K. (2014). Transformative Learning and Identity. London: Routledge. 

Irving, J. (1993). Trying to Save Piggy Sneed. London: Black Swan

Manguel, A. (2006). The Library at Night. London: Yale University Press.

Manninen, J. (2010). Wider Benefits of Learning within Liberal Adult Education System in Finland. In Horsdal, M. (Ed.). Communication, Collaboration and Creativity: Researching Adult Learning. Odense: Syddansk Universitetsforlag.

Manninen, J. & Meriläinen, M. (2014). Benefits of Lifelong Learning: Bell Survey Results. University of Eastern Finland.

Manninen, J, Sgier, I., Fleige, M., Thöne-Geyer, B., Kil, M., Možina, E., Danihelková, H., Mallows, D., Duncan, S.,  Meriläinen, M., Diez, J., Sava, S., Javrh, P.,  Vrečer, N., Mihajlovic, D., Kecap, E., Zappaterra, P, Kornilow, A., Ebner, R. & Operti, F. (2014). Benefits of Lifelong Learning in Europe - Main results of the BeLL-project. Bonn: DIE, 2014
Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1984). Drawing valid meaning from qualitative data: Toward a shared craft. Educational researcher, 13(5), 20-30.

Motschilnig, R. (2012). Wider Benefits of Adult Education - An Inventory of Existing Studies and Research. In Adult Education and Development. DVV International, European Association for the Education of Adults, 79-89.  

Reder, S. (2009).  ‘Scaling up and moving in: Connecting social practices views to policies and programs in adult education.’  Literacy and Numeracy Studies, 16.2/17.1 (1), 35-50.

Reissman, C. (2008). Narrative Methods for the Human Sciences. New York, NY: Sage.

Strauss, A. & Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded Theory Procedure and Techniques. London: Sage.

Tedder, M. & Biesta, G. (2007). Learning from life and learning for life: Exploring the opportunities for biographical learning in the lives of adults. Learning Lives: Working Paper 7.

Thomas, D. R. (2006). A general inductive approach for analyzing qualitative evaluation data. American journal of evaluation, 27(2), 237-246.

Tomasik, M. J. & Silbereisen, R. K. (2014). Negotiating the demands of active aging: longitudinal findings from Germany. Aging and Society 34 (5): 790-819.

Van Maanen, J. (1988). Tales of the Field: on writing ethnography. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press.

Zimmermann, H-P. & Grebe, H. (2013) “Senior Coolness”: Living well as an attitude in later life. Journal of Aging Studies 28 (2014): 22-34.

1

