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Abstract: In this paper I will be looking at a novel combination of research methods being used in the “Learning Lives” research project.  Much existing research on learning in transitions throughout life uses longitudinal qualitative research in real time.  I have, for example, worked in this way with school pupils moving via training into work and with student teachers’ progression. “Learning lives” is a 3 year project which started in 2004.  It has a broader remit and involves longitudinal qualitative research with over 100 adult respondents, combined with a life history approach to explore learning, identity and agency throughout their lifespans.  These two methods consider learning in different but complementary ways.  One is on-going and the other retrospective.  One concentrates in depth on the relatively short period of the research, the other covers a long time span. Drawing on early data, I will use case studies to demonstrate the value of using both methods in understanding learning throughout the lifecourse. What happens in any of life’s transitions will in part reflect the context in which it takes place, and part of that context lies in the life history of the individual.

Introduction – the Learning Lives research project
“Learning Lives: learning, identity, and agency in the life-course” is a major three and a half year long project funded in Britain by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) under its Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP). In a collaboration between small teams from 4 Universities - Brighton, Exeter, Leeds and Stirling - we aim to deepen understanding of the meaning and significance of learning in the lives of adults, and to identify ways in which their learning can be supported and enhanced. To do this we are examining a range of learning experiences – formal, informal, tacit, incidental - from the perspective of adult learners, set within the context of their unfolding lives. The main focus is on the interrelationship between learning, identity and agency. On the one hand we are looking at how individual identity and agency impact on learning dispositions, practices and achievements. On the other hand we are seeking to understand how learning, in all its various forms impacts on individual identities, on individual sense of agency and on the capacity to exert control over one’s life. This was set out in greater detail at a conference earlier this year (Biesta et al 2005), and the current paper draws to an extent on that presentation.

The project has some novel features. The qualitative data collection period of 3 years is longer than is usually funded. The project combines qualitative and quantitative methods. In both of these the data collected will be both retrospective and “real-time” or ongoing. Quantitative data will come from the British Household Panel Survey where records go back to 1991 and collection continues with the same sample annually. However work on that data has barely started and this paper is principally concerned with the qualitative side of the project, with which I am directly involved as a researcher. The qualitative research involves a series of in depth interviews with about 100 adults aged 25 plus.  The 3 years allow us to follow longitudinally, the lives and learning of these people as it happens. This is a type of research in which I have been involved before, for example looking at young people’s progression from school to work via a youth training scheme (Hodkinson et al, 1996), trainee teachers progression into teaching (Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 1999), and more recently, experienced teachers learning in work (Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2003). What is new to me in this project is the inclusion also of life history research. The same periodic interviews are being used to collect both life history data and ongoing life and learning data. Indeed there is not always a clear distinction between the two. The resulting unit of data collection is the individual learning biography (Dominice 2000).

We are not looking at learning as a purely cerebral process or as the inputting of information and skills into a previous void. Learning is inextricably bound up in being and doing and participating in life’s events: both dramatic and ordinary; both transitional (structured or incidental), and routine and everyday, where turning points are not immediately discernable. We are interested in learning as a response to life’s events, and as a trigger. Learning then is contextually related and one part of the context is time. There is an immediate context within which learning takes place but also a wider backdrop – national, international, political, cultural, in time and place. For example available opportunities for learning change over time (see Antikainen et al., 1996) and place.

In the next part of the paper I will give a rationale for using the combination of longitudinal interpretative research with life history research, and provide more information on the methods. I will describe from the practical point of view of the researcher how this is being carried out and the problems it throws up. But also I want to illustrate the benefits the method brings to the understanding of individual’s learning at certain stages in their lives, using some early case study material from the project. 

Why use interpretative longitudinal and life history research?

The temporal context of learning can either be explored retrospectively, or in real-time “present-in-process”. Thus the life history part of our research is aimed at getting people to look back over their lives, whereas the longitudinal research provides a series of “snapshots” (inevitably with a slight retrospective element) tracking the ways learning biographies are lived over a 3 year period. The former covers a long time span in limited detail. The latter covers a relatively short time span and there is the opportunity for more detail. The latter in effect works in a bigger “scale” than the former. The longitudinal work provides a continuation of the life story. But the two will be found to interpenetrate, and each provides the potential to contextualise and aid interpretation of the findings of the other. 

Longitudinal qualitative research is used to explore learning as it happens, over a period of time. Successive interviews are used to track changes in the learning experiences of the research subjects. In addition, they are used to probe beneath surface understandings of learning. This is particularly important in order to extent the research focus beyond learning on courses, because much of the everyday and workplace learning that people engage in is sometimes not immediately recognised by them as learning. For example in the early interviews of the teacher learning project, when teachers were asked about their learning for work they initially talked only about courses they had attended. In the learning lives project, the longitudinal approach is being used to track the contemporary learning of our interviewees. However, the approach has some obvious drawbacks, when the research focus is on learning throughout the life course.  

Life history research relies on the ways people are able to reconstruct the past through the narration of their life stories.  These stories are inevitably partial and selective “lives interpreted and made textual” (Goodson & Sikes, 2001, p16). A life story as told is a story of the past put together at a particular present time. The present (and the tellers’ understanding of the present) affect the story of the past. For example current successes or failures may colour what went before in different ways. For the researcher, understanding the ongoing present aids understanding of the position from which the life story is being told and interpreted by the participant. Similarly the past impacts on the present, though again not usually in a straightforwardly deterministic way. The past and people’s understanding of it may both enable and restrict present and future opportunities, but the past also affects the way the present is understood, and the way it is presented. Current learning also relates to past learning, building on previous experiences or reworking previous understandings. Thus the longitudinal research both interacts with the life history and provides a continuation of it and the possibility of reviewing learning as it happens.

Goodson and Sikes (2000, chapter 1) provide a history of life history as a research method. Life history has been used by anthropologists and sociologists since the 1920s. It lost out mid-century in the face of more scientific, statistical and objective methods, but its strengths have re-emerged since then, especially because it can give a clear voice to groups who are not always well represented, and provides information in greater depth than most methods. It has been used recently in the fields of education and learning especially by Goodson with various others in Britain, and more recently in Scandinavia, particularly at the Danish University of Roskilde, in relation to workplace learning and adult education. 

Ivor Goodson is a member of our project team.

Combining the Methods in Practice
 We have recruited participants from a number of sources aiming to get a broad range of people. Stirling is recruiting from workplaces and workplace unions, Brighton is recruiting travellers and migrants, Exeter is recruiting from community and family groups, in Leeds we are recruiting people involved in adult education or guidance. There is an effort to recruit a good balance in terms of age, ethnicity, gender, class and initial educational qualifications, though in Leeds we had a remit to focus mainly on the post-50 age group. Prior to the first interview, all participants were provided with background information about the project and asked to sign a consent form which was largely about recognising their rights – anonymity, confidentiality within the team, the right to review the content of interviews, to withdraw, to refuse permission for information to be published. We began the research with a life history focus. The first interview was as unstructured as possible, and based on a simple request such as “Tell me about your life.” We let people tell us their life stories without interruption as far as possible, and with minimal leads from the interviewer. What the participants chose to tell and highlight, what they omitted, how they structured the story, where there were serious hesitations, were all important aspects of the story. The researchers initially had some misgivings about whether this method of interviewing would work but in most cases our volunteer participants were very happy just to talk and provided detailed and fascinating stories. In a few cases they needed some help to get started or were stranded without the structure of questions, but those were the exceptions. In some cases a first interview of two hours duration was nowhere near enough for the full tale of that person’s life. Once a version of the life had been told, another interview was planned where issues from the first interview could be followed up and more detail elicited especially in respect of learning, agency and identity. There was also the aim to establish the participants understanding of “learning”, and a need to establish a “present”, a base for the longitudinal research that was to come. 

Ethical problems cropped up right from the start. For some people confidentiality was absolutely crucial – someone who had worked under the official secrets act, someone struggling with the immigration services, someone involved in a court case. For others their circumstances were going to make it difficult to protect their anonymity. For example one participant’s earlier misdemeanours had reached the national press, another had occupied an exceptional position as a black woman in a high ranking elected role. There has been a continual stream of ethical issues to deal with – a lonely migrant who would have liked more of the company of the researcher, minority groups who wanted to know the benefit of the storytelling to themselves and their community, the need of a few participants for professional help which we were not in a position to provide. We were privileged to be hearing some incredible life stories but also hearing about serious problems and tragedies and having always to be aware of our ethical responsibilities. 

The collection of life stories is the crucial first step in life history research. The stories have to be set in their temporal, geographical, political and cultural contexts in order to become life histories. The resulting life histories will inevitably be the result of interpretation and theorising both by respondent and researchers.

The first couple of interviews were intended to be quite close together – to continue the life story and to follow up on issues raised without too significant a break. But from the same people we want to find out about their lives and learning ongoing over the period of the research. Successive interviews are planned in waves approximately six months apart to look at what is actually happening in the person’s life, how it is progressing, changing or staying the same. In a way this might seem like a natural progression, a continuation of the life story in real time, but it has not been entirely smooth. In order to give ourselves as long a period as possible to look at progression through the longitudinal research we needed to establish a base line of present events at a fairly early stage. In some cases this has cut into continuing work on the life history. In one case a writer and poet had spent the two hours of a first interview describing and analysing in considerable detail the story of an unusual childhood. When asked in a later interview to try to get through the next part of her life in rather less detail in order to have time to say also something about the present, the results were unsatisfactory for interviewee (whose creative flow had been interrupted) and interviewer (who felt guilty about this and frustrated that she had lost some important aspects of the life story).  In many cases however the later interviews have been a reasonably balanced mix of present and past. There are always retrospective issues to be followed up, and these sometimes lead on to related issues in the present day. Conversely descriptions of what’s happening now sometimes lead to recollections of the past. Later interviews are semi structured as there are issues from previous interviews to probe, and themes from across the project to investigate. Issues of learning, identity and agency sometimes need to be foregrounded. Nevertheless it is important that there is plenty of scope for the interviewees to tell us the things that are important to them.

Learning biographies – case studies
I became aware of the potential importance of learning biographies in a previous project, looking at teachers learning at work. The research was showing up the importance of both the individual and the culture of the community within which they were working (see Hodkinson & Hodkinson 2003). In attempting to write about this with regard to Mary, the head of a secondary school art department, we found ourselves talking about her learning biography, because she had as part of a series of longitudinal interviews provided quite a lot of information about her earlier life and career.  Her traditional progression from being a pupil in a girls grammar school to teaching, in spite of an early desire to be an artist, her primary school training and early career during a particularly progressive stage of English education system, her participation in a series of courses on art and teaching, all seemed to be reflected in her attitudes and activities in her work at the time of the research. There was the potential also to look at shifting identity, and the role of agency, though these were not followed up. The new research project, Learning Lives, gives us the opportunity to look at the context of individuals learning, agency and identity in considerable detail, and I will illustrate this through a case study. 

Tony – learning late in life
Tony is an unemployed 50+ year old casual worker, who is making good use of the availability of classes at local community learning centres. In the last couple of years he has learned to use a computer and to read and write properly. He is unable to do heavy manual work following an industrial accident, and after the death of his wife 5 years ago he decided to stay at home and look after his teenage children. His youngest daughter has also had literacy problems and he got her a computer to help with writing. It was this that triggered him to go back to the classroom. He needed to be able to help his daughter so he enrolled for a basic computer course locally. During the computer course he became aware of his lack of understanding of some concepts in English language and enrolled on a basic English course. His first English course wasn’t a success and reminded him too much of earlier failures at school. Fortunately he had relatives who suggested an alternative centre. The new tutor was able to develop a good relationship with him and he told her about his daughter’s dyslexia. She suggested he was tested for the same problems and as a result some fairly simple techniques have led to a big improvement in his reading and even more so his writing. He now writes enthusiastically on a computer (especially about his childhood), can read short books and wants to read more, and wants to go on to do other courses such as local history.  His classes at the community centre now have not only given him new skills. He is also aware of thinking about most things in more depth than he used to. He has ambitions to do things that he would never previously have considered. The classes also give structure to his weeks. They are his personal time. House and family responsibilities are structured around them.  That is, learning on adult education courses at the community centre has become a central part of Tony’s life and identity.  However, it was not always like that, and to understand the changing significance of learning in Tony’s life, it is necessary to understand his life history.

He was born into a catholic Irish immigrant family in a poor area of an industrial city in northern Britain. When he was about 5 the family were rehoused to a big flagship development of apartments near the city centre. To him it was real luxury. They went from a two up two down terraced house to a flat with an indoor bathroom and toilet where he and his brother had a bedroom each. Waste went down a chute to a centralised incinerator which heated water for a shared laundry and drying room. He tells tales of a lively childhood there, playing out with many friends and watched over by neighbouring families. He doesn’t remember primary school as problematic, but he is angry about his secondary schooling where he doesn’t believe he was given a fair chance. He says that the cleverest children sat at the front of classes and those seen as least bright were put at the back and ignored. He remembers putting his hand up, being told to wait and never getting answers to his questions. He suffered the extra indignity of being continually compared to his brother. He was never given extra help with his reading and writing. He was frequently punished by the headmaster for misdemeanours like being rude to teachers. He had and still has a real problem about people not listening to/understanding what he is telling them. He learned to dislike education and to distrust teachers, and that he would not be successful. He learned to cheat – to copy homework, and to devise ways of staying out of school. Unsurprisingly he left without qualifications, and is somewhat bitter about this, seeing ways in which his subsequent career might have been different. 

In his classes today there seems to be a knife-edge balance that it will start to feel like school again instead of the positive learning experience he is enjoying. One recent teacher saw it as a priority to get him to use proper handwriting instead of the printed capital letters he has used for years. Writing in capitals wasn’t a problem to Tony in fact it had been a successful means of communicating and he was happy with that and using a computer, knowing his handwriting had been illegible. Handwriting wasn’t what he had gone to the class for. He wasn’t there to be told off by another “schoolteacher” who wasn’t listening. 

He perceives his life after school as “ducking and diving” between jobs. Not working was not an option in his family. He had a series of jobs which were either meaningless to him or inappropriately strenuous for a young lad. He learned by and through changing and doing these jobs, but without any commitment to them.  One better job, with a rope making company, required off the job training and he had to leave because he couldn’t write enough of the notes at college. However he didn’t “duck and dive” all his life. He found his niche working for the city highways department, mending and laying roads and pavements. He enjoyed working outdoors and seeing different parts of the city. He enjoyed being part of a gang of workmen. He learned from and was trained by experienced men that he could respect, and he was good at his job, so his self-confidence grew. He is aware of two areas where he might have progressed further. He was trained at stone cutting and could do the cutting as well as anyone, but he couldn’t be an apprenticed stone-mason because he couldn’t do the one day a week at college. From his current more thoughtful and literate position he believes he should have been able to take on a supervisory role with the work gang. But at the time, although he understood the planning of the work, he never considered being anything other than a labourer.  Identity-wise being part of that gang of manual workers was important to him, but with his new ability to write he feels that he could have extended the role somewhat. 

That part of his career ended with an accident where he broke his hip (as a result of bending health and safety regulations to make a job easier). His city council employers were able to provide him with a sedentary job where he could still enjoy some of the benefits of being in a team of workmen. He became responsible for arranging night time emergency callout for repairs to city property, and developed an excellent rapport with the plumbers, carpenters, gasfitters and electricians who were available for the work. Bending the rules was again part of the culture, but always getting the work done. There was a real challenge for Tony however. Much of the organisation could be done by word of mouth, with phone and radio, but records of the work done had to be kept, not least so that the workmen could be paid. He devised a system using initial letters to represent jobs, then spent many hours at the end of his shift using a dictionary in order to fill in the forms properly. Unfortunately the requirement for form filling on the hand-over to the day shift increased. At the same time he was barely seeing his wife and family who were out during the day. He chose to give family priority, gave up the job and went back to “ducking and diving”, moving from one job to another – mainly local delivery driving.

He said family was very important and evidently had a very happy marriage. He tells several stories showing his pride in his wife. He says one of the most important learning experiences of his life was the realisation of the huge responsibility when his first child was born. Nevertheless he didn’t say a lot about his family up to the point where his wife died leaving him with teenage children still at home. He was devastated by the loss of his wife and still likes to “talk to her”. He decided his children needed him and being uncommitted to his work at the time decided to take on the home. As he struggled his admiration for his wife grew, for she had had a demanding job as well as running the home smoothly. He thought he had helped her, but now realised how little he had done. He learned to look after home and children through doing it, with some advice from neighbours and the children themselves. He recalled asking for help with a meal and being given a recipe by a neighbour - but he couldn’t read it. This change in his way of life also resulted in a period of drifting through days getting some things done, but aimlessly. He came close to depression and alcoholism but was shocked into realising how it might affect the children. 

He knows he could have gone to classes and improved his reading years ago. His wife and sister-in-law had contacts and would have encouraged him, but it wasn’t a priority and his experience of school discouraged him. It was the need to help his daughter, struggling with her own schooling, that finally brought him back to education.

Conclusion
Knowing Tony’s life story helps us understand his current learning – indeed, I find it impossible to write about it without reference to his past.  Yet in order to fully engage with the process and outcomes of that current learning, the longitudinal qualitative research is also necessary. Very recently Tony has joined the committee of his daughter’s Cadet group, and is beginning to be quite active in that role. He has found that although he “might not be as clever as ‘em”, he’s not too far behind and has skills and contacts to offer. He is clear that he would not have even considered doing something like that two years ago, and that it is his courses that have given him the confidence. Our fieldwork still has a year and a half to go so we will be able to see if and how his current attitudes and activities change. We will be looking particularly for more ways in which his current course-based learning relates to on-going informal learning elsewhere in his life.  This sort of detail is difficult to obtain through life history research alone, and the longitudinal research brings with it another gain.  Baert (1992) makes clear that people re-story the past, in the light of the present.  With life history research this has to be understood – for example Tony’s view of his restricted work opportunities - but cannot really be addressed.  However, over the three years of the longitudinal research, we will be able to track any changes in the ways in which Tony sees himself and his current learning.

Longitudinal qualitative research and life history research use similar methods. The experience on “Learning Lives” thus far suggests that combining them is not completely straightforward, and entails some compromises to both approaches.   But with care and a bit of principled pragmatism, it is quite possible to combine the two and this will produce very rich data about learning, identity and agency throughout people’s lives as the past and present interpenetrate and illuminate one another.
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